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January 1  Hear, O Israel, the statutes and judgments which I am about to proclaim in your hearing today; and you will learn them and you will take care to do them.  Deuteronomy 5:1  (Craigie)

The Beginning 

Hear – When it comes to God’s order, everything begins with shema.  “Hear, O Israel” carries the sense of listening attentively and obeying what you hear.  God’s order always starts with His word.  He speaks.  We obey.  It’s that simple.  God doesn’t make it difficult.  But we certainly seem to.

If we understand that God knows what’s best, and if we hear what God says about the organization and operation of life, then why don’t we just do it?  The answer can only be this:  we don’t trust what He says.  Any other explanation is an indication of insanity.  To know what is the best thing for me to do and then to do something else is an indication of mental collapse.  That’s why sin is ultimately inexplicable.  Sin is the choice to do what I know is not in my best interest.  It is irrational and suicidal.  But we do it anyway, don’t we?

So, the only real reason why I don’t do what God tells me to do is that I don’t trust His word.  How utterly foolish that is!  Do I think that I know better than God?  Actually, I do.  That’s why I don’t take His advice.  In that moment of disobedience, I think that I really do know better than He does.  I am not willing to listen and obey because I believe that I know what is right for me.  When we sin, we deny God’s sovereignty and His omniscience.  We act as though He doesn’t know and He isn’t in charge.  We suffer from a serious and dangerous mental defect.  Maybe that’s why Paul tells us to renew our minds.  You can be human and live rationally by following God’s statutes and ordinances, or you can become insane and follow your own heart.

There is one other legitimate explanation for our voluntary insanity.  It could be that we have never heard what God says.  We don’t act according to His design for the universe because we don’t know what it is.  This is legitimate but inexcusable.  Why?  Because what God wants us to do is not hidden in secret code or mystery religion.  It is written in the Book.  Therefore, you and I are accountable even if we haven’t read it because we have access to God’s word on the subject even if we don’t avail ourselves of the opportunity.  Don’t ask me about the poor child in Ethiopia who has never heard of Jesus.  Ask me about the man or woman who carries a Bible, attends church, lives in a “Christian” nation but has no idea what God has to say about loans, education, family quarrels, business practices, law suits, government, holy days or sex.  We make up the rules as we go along rather than listen and obey the rules God put in place centuries ago.  It’s time to change.

So, we begin at the beginning.  Are you ready to listen, or would you rather be insane?

Topical Index:  Commandments

January 2  The Lord our God made a covenant with us in Horeb.  Deuteronomy 5:2

Contract Renewal 


Covenant – God is a God of promises kept.  That’s why you can trust Him.  He is not like men who give their word and then don’t do it.  When God speaks, He commits His character.  He never lies and He never fails to fulfill.  If we are going to hear and obey, we must first understand the absolute reliability of God.  Since there are no human beings who have ever been completely and entirely faithful to us, we must take a step beyond our personal and corporate experience.  We must look at the past record of God to determine His unwavering trustworthiness.  That’s why the Biblical record constantly reminds us that this is the God Who rescued Israel out of Egypt, the God Who parted the Red Sea and the Jordan, the God Who sent the prophets, judged Edom and controlled Babylon.  You can’t trust a person who does not present you with a history of faithful actions.  You can hope, but you cannot have settled confidence.  God knows this.  So, He provides ample evidence of His constant stability.  He is faithful.

That is the essence of the word beriyth.  The basis of an agreement between God and Man is God’s faithfulness and reliability, not ours.  God promises Himself that He will fulfill His agreement to rescue His creation from its own insanity.  We are the beneficiaries of His beriyth.  

Every beriyth contains obligations.  Perhaps you can appreciate the seriousness of such an agreement if you knew that the verb preceding beriyth is often karath, meaning “to cut .”  When I enter into an ancient Semitic covenant, I cut into my forearm, leaving a visible scar for all to see.  I carry the mark of my agreement, demonstrating my obligation to another.  God stipulates this same kind of symbolic reminder of His covenant, only He places the “cut” on the human instrument of propagation.  God’s mark establishes that He is the God of life.  The covenant is not a license to do whatever we please.  It is a standing order to obey what God says.

Notice that Moses tells the present generation that God made a covenant with them.  These are not the same people who heard the voice of the Lord at Horeb (Sinai).  Nevertheless, the same agreement pertains.  It is a permanent agreement made by God, but it requires constant renewal by the human partners.  That’s us!  We are the children of Abraham.  Consequently, we must renew our obligation under God’s covenant.  We have to cut the covenant into our hearts and minds if we are going to live under God’s provision and protection.

Covenant agreements demand trust.  Without trust in the reliability of the parties, nothing happens.  So, do you trust Him?  You can’t submit without answering that question.  You might comply until you have a chance to act independently, but that isn’t a covenant, is it?  Renew the cut today!  Renewal is not a feeling.  It’s a decision to act according to the obligations, no matter what.  Cut deep.  Let the scar show.  

Topical Index: Covenant

January 3  “What man is there among you who has a sheep, and if it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will he not take hold of it an lift it out?”   Matthew 12:11

Theology of the Ditch

Pit - Jesus gave us the proper perspective on theology when he asked the Pharisees about the fate of an animal that had fallen into a pit.  The purpose of theology is not to explain how the animal fell into its pitiful state.  The purpose of theology is to get the animal out of the condition it is in.  As my good friends in AA will quickly remind us, “It doesn’t matter how you got into the ditch.  It only matters that you get out.”  Christianity is ditch theology.  It is designed to rescue you from the pitiful state of a broken relationship with God.  It is not designed to explain how you got into such a pitiful state.  It simply assumes that you are already in the ditch.  Now you need rescue!
Therefore, you won’t find an explanation for the origin of evil in the Scriptures.  Neither will you find a carefully worked-out rational for issues like the Trinity, the incarnation, the end of the world, election, predestination or a host of other theologically knotty problems.  Of course, you will find some information about these things.  After all, ditches exist.  But the major themes of Scripture, and the place where the Word of God is most clearly effective, is not in these areas.  It is rather in extracting us from misery.  God’s Word gets us out of the ditch.  When you find yourself contemplating the nature of the ditch, the size of the ditch, the angle of its walls or the texture of the mud, you are probably in need of a therapist, not a theologian.  The purpose of God’s Word is rescue and restoration, not eloquent explanation of extraneous information.  Maybe that’s why theology is so difficult.  It’s like trying to decipher a mechanical blueprint for an automobile engine from a driver’s manual.  There’s just not enough information available.  If you want to understand the Biblical perspective, you must first realize that you need rescue.  You need to get out of the ditch.  But once you are out, you need a guidebook that will help you avoid stepping into the next ditch along the road.  What is the point of being pulled from one pit only to fall into another?  Once rescued, you and I need instructions for avoiding further catastrophes.  We find precisely such directions in the Bible.  Since God designed the universe, He is quite familiar with its layout.  He willingly tells us how to navigate in this world.  He explains the location of pitfalls and the procedures for dealing with them.  It isn’t always the way we would do it, but, then God isn’t the one who needs rescue, is He?  The best course of action is to listen to the one who is not in the ditch.  

Biblical instruction is ultimately practical application.  There is no point in explaining the nature of rescue and the process of ditch-avoidance if you and I aren’t going to put the advice into action.  That’s why so much of the Bible is filled with rules for living and stories about people who followed (or didn’t follow) the rules.  It’s not legalism.  It’s simply avoiding ditches.  Today is an excellent day not to end up in the mud.  If your theology is any good at all, it will keep you high and dry.  If it isn’t, you probably need a bath before you visit the shrink.
Topic: Rescue, Redemption

January 4  I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.  Deuteronomy 5:6

Who Is This God?

Brought You Out – When Pharaoh first heard Moses’ demand that he let the people of Israel leave, he scoffed, “Who is this god that I should obey Him?”  Pharaoh didn’t know Yahweh, and he had no intention of giving credence to the request of some foreign god.  After all, he considered himself a god.  Why should he pay attention to a rival?  A few years later, Pharaoh had a very different appreciation for the God of Israel.

Each of us begins our journey as a pharaoh and a slave.  As much as we long for freedom, we also scoff at this foreign God Who asks us to submit to His authority.  We want freedom without conditions.  It generally takes a few plagues for us to realize that unconditional freedom is a demonic myth.  Jesus knew it only too well – “You cannot serve two masters.”  To be brought out of the land of bondage is not to be set free to serve ourselves.  It is to released to serve another God – the God of Israel.

The slavery mentality that accompanies those who have been rescued is deceptive and dangerous.  More often than not, it seduces us into operating on the false dichotomy of “slave versus free.”  With that kind of thinking, we chafe under any new master.  We fail to see that the inherent design of human being is submission.  The only real choice is whom we will serve, not if we will serve.  But notice, if you will, that God’s rescue precedes His covenant requirement.  God brings us out of bondage before He gives the Law.  Therefore, the Law is never the means for attaining favor with this new Master.  It is a response to this new Master’s prior benevolence.  God’s children experience rescue, not revolution.  They do not cast off their own fetters.  They are removed from slavery to a despot, and elected into submission to a benevolent dictator.  We either play the game by Pharaoh’s rules or by God’s, but God’s rules come after His act of rescue.  

Pharaoh’s rules begin with personal glorification.  “Who is this god that I should listen to him?”  The only person who can utter such a statement is a person without the lesson of tragic humility.  Even a slave can have the heart of Pharaoh.  All that is required is an attitude that no one can tell me what to do with my life.  Such a mistake leads to incredible misery.  It is God’s intention and plan to take us out of this pitiful state.  But that is not the same as freedom.  Don’t be confused.  Slaves are still slaves.  What changes is the character of the Master, not the status of the slave.  Paul’s favorite word for himself is not “bond-servant” but “slave” (doulos), and for good reason.  

This verse is the introduction of the ways of this new Master.  What follows is the covenant code – the rules that govern slave behavior in the kingdom of Yahweh.  There is no covenant without these rules.  There are no “free” men in God’s kingdom.  All of these covenant rules begin with a reminder: “I am the Lord Who asher hotsetikha (brought you out).”  Rescue entails ownership.  Now you belong to a new suzerain Lord.  But this is a suzerain Lord who acted first with love.  The rules are nothing more than the proper response of one who has been showered with loving kindness.  They are not a means of earning credit, any more than a marriage license is a substitute for a devoted heart.  The covenant exists because God loves us – and we are eternally grateful.  

Now we are ready for rules.  After all, He is the One Who brought us out.

Topical Index:  Grace

January 5  You shall have no other gods besides Me.  Deuteronomy 5:7

Absolute Fidelity

No – It’s too bad that we can’t read this verse in Hebrew.  If we could, we would see that it begins with the most important word in the verse, and that word is not You.  It is the Hebrew word lo, which means “no.”  In other words, the verse really reads “Not shall you have other gods.”  The emphasis is on the power of the exclusion.  This is demonstrated in two ways.  The negative is first, in the place of priority, and the word used is lo, the Hebrew unconditional negative.  There is another Hebrew word for “no” (‘al), but it is expresses urgent, personal prohibition, not legislation.  You can see it used in Proverbs 22:22 ff.  Here the negative shouts out the Law!

So, the first word of the first command sets the tone for all the rest of the covenant.  Nothing is to take the place of the Lord.  No other thing - no relationship, no service, no worship, no suzerain - is to command more fidelity or more obedience.  This God, the God Who brought you out, is to be the only, exclusive Master of your life.  

But we already acknowledge this, don’t we?  We all claim that God is first in our lives.  We can’t imagine worshipping some idol or serving some other false god.  At least, that’s what we say.  But when it comes to critical examination of our loyalties, things look a bit different.  The point of a covenant relationship is not the acknowledgment of the words but the fulfillment of the acts.  God doesn’t put a lot of stock in what I say.  He looks at what I do.

So, let’s do a little fidelity self-check.  Since God is my suzerain Lord, all that I have is His, right?  That means that I gladly and without remorse make all my possessions available to His service whenever He asks.  So, the first test of fidelity is this:  Is there anything – any possession or relationship – that I am holding back from Him?  The second test is similar.  God is interested in obedience.  He has given us the handbook for living that is pleasing to Him.  So, are there any requirements that I am dodging, ignoring or rationalizing?  Am I making all of my life choices on the basis of His point of view?  And just for fun, let’s add this one.  God is the Lord of time.  Every moment belongs to Him.  He graciously loans some to me, but He is constantly on the look-out to see if I will redeem my loaned moments by inviting the presence of the divine into my temporal reality.  Am I so conscious of His hand on my existence that every breath I take is a blessing to Him, or do a take little vacations from God a minute at a time when the opportunity presents itself?

We could go through the usual money, sex and power items, but most of us know only too well how we struggle with those.  I suspect that the issues are deeper – that “other gods” is really an orientation away from the Lord’s sovereignty over my life.  Sure, money, power and sex trip me up, but I can be legally righteous and not practice the spirit of the covenant.  God first is strikingly simple – and profoundly challenging.  What comes first determines everything else in life.  If you aren’t aware of God’s presence, maybe you’ll need a priority examination. 

Topical Index:  Sovereignty

January 6  You shall have no other gods besides Me.  Deuteronomy 5:7

The Ground of Morality

Besides Me – In Hebrew literature, this is the first word of the Ten Words; those saying that we commonly call The Ten Commandments or The Decalogue.  The first Word is all about loyalty and exclusivity.  This phrase in the first “word” is very difficult word to translate, even though the general meaning is quite clear.  In Hebrew it is al-panai, a combination that could mean “beside me,” or “above me,” or “in preference to me.”  What is clear is this:  God will not share His glory with any rival (see Isaiah 42:8), whether man or beast or inanimate object.  Spoken to a congregation that had just come out of a culture where men, beasts and objects all represented gods, this was a powerful declaration.  

If we break down the two combined Hebrew words, we discover that the preposition al is followed by the word for “face” (paniym).  Hebrew is a tactile language, rooted in practical experience.  So, when Hebrew uses words to describe intangible concepts, it often turns to the visible symptoms of the invisible.  Thus, “before my face” describes the idea of presenting oneself in an audience with the King.  To stand before the face of God is to account for one’s attitude and actions in the presence of the Holy One of Israel.  This commandment implies that God will determine where our true loyalty lies in a face-to-face examination. 

What He finds is of utmost importance.

Perhaps our Greek-based intellectualization of God’s person (omniscience, omnipotence, omnipresence, etc.) could use a little “in-your-face” correction.  Imagine standing before the King, the Creator of all things, the One Who gives you your very breath.  This is a fearful event since everything you are and everything you have is really a loan from the King.  You exist only because of His grace.  Now, while you are contemplating your essential dependence, God asks you about your loyalty.  But, of course, He does not ask you what you think about it, or how you feel about it.  He asks you what you have done to demonstrate this absolute loyalty.  He asks you to give an account of your actions.  Do they exhibit fidelity to Him, or do they point toward obedience to His rivals?

All men have gods.  It is the nature of men to serve some higher power, whether that be a person, a cause or a dream.  In the final analysis, there are no atheists.  There are only those who refuse to serve YHWH, the God Who brings you out.  The first Word commands clarity of devotion.  Any substitution in public or private worship violates this commitment and denies the essential worthiness of the character of God Himself.  This is the basis of all morality, for either I live according to the character of God or I do not.  Therefore, every one of my actions can be measured according to His character.  When I have no other gods, there is nothing in my life that points away from His holy being.  The question is this:  where do your actions point?  No wonder discipleship requires such exacting assessment of our lives.

Topical Index:  Commandments

January 7 You shall have no other gods besides Me.  Deuteronomy 5:7

Your Best Life Now

Other Gods – An axiom of human resource management applies here.  People almost always do what they believe to be in their best interest.  When you aren’t getting the behavior you desire from others, use this axiom to discover why they think behaving as they do is serving them better than what you want them to do.  You just might discover what has to change to alter their thinking.

God certainly knows all about this axiom.  When He sees how many of us act in opposition to His will, He must shake His head in dismay, for what this means is that most people do not believe that acting according to God’s rules will really be in their best interest.  They think that rules inhibit their freedom.  They want what they want when they want it.  But, of course, God knows just how foolish all of this is.  The interest they serve is really a damning curse.  They just don’t see it.

Why isn’t God willing to let us have a just few other masters?  Why is He so insistent that we serve and worship only Him?  Well, it’s not because He is greedy for our attention or because He is simply a demanding tyrant.  God wants us to make Him our exclusive sovereign because it is in our best interest to do so.  If you want your best life now, then make Him the only Lord you serve.

Oswald Chambers once said that the enemy of the best is the good.  That is exactly what matters here.  God wants you to have your best life now.  Most of us settle for the good life instead.  Why?  It’s not because we are perverse or contentious.  It’s because we actually think we know what is better for us without God’s input.  We think we are perfectly capable of effectively managing our lives.  God just shakes His head at our foolishness - the blind leading the blind.  What a tragedy!  Just let time pass and then ask yourself, “How’s that working out for you?”  If we are honest, we will soon admit that things didn’t turn out quite as we had hoped, no matter how successful we are.  Life is bent, my friend.  It is bent on purpose because it is designed to point out our infirmity, dependence and incapacity.  We ignore this curvature of existence at our peril.  

But here’s the good news.  God knows.  God is capable of bringing about your best life now.  That is, in fact, His intended purpose.  Oh, it might not be the kind of life that you thought was good, but it will be the life that best prepares you to serve and worship Him.  We reject other gods (elohiym akherim) because we want the best.  We serve the King because we want what He offers more than what others offer.  This is a act of supreme self-interest that also happens to be in perfect alignment with God’s will.  Isn’t that nice?

Topical Index:  Commandments

January 8  You shall not make for yourself an image  Deuteronomy 5:8

Natural Idolatry

Image – What is an idol?  We certainly recognize the idols of ancient religions.  The Hebrew word here (pesel from pasal, meaning “to cut or hew”) makes it clear that the initial emphasis of the commandment deals with all those sacred objects men make in the pursuit of gods.  But a little investigation shows us that there is more at stake here than wood and stone.  Deuteronomy tells us that idols are an abomination to God, lumped into the category with devious and evil acts, stealing, evil thoughts, lying and pride.  All are abominations to God (and, of course, we have never done any of these, have we?).  The issue of idolatry is so important that Hebrew has fourteen different words for “idol.”  Some apply to external objects of worship.  Some apply to internal objects of worship.  All fit that same prohibition.  Anything that demands absolute devotion in attitude or action other than the Lord is the subject of this commandment.

Of course, we have all heard the exhortations against placing our devotion in money, power, other people or causes.  I am quite sure we have all endured the declarations of those who challenge our commitment by pointing to the inherent idolatry in materialism, nationalism or some other “ism.”  What we might not acknowledge is how perfectly natural it is for men to turn to idols.  After all, God is invisible.  His actions are mysterious;  His methods inscrutable;  His plans unimaginable.  The Bible readily admits that His ways are not our ways.  We, on the other hand, are all about “show me” devotion.  We want proof before we commit.  We want something we can touch or see or taste before we are ready to turn our lives over.  

God knows this.  How could He not know it?  He made us!  So, God provides the proof.  He acts on our behalf.  Our problem is not that God is absent from life.  Our problem is that we want a God Who acts right now!  We have stopped looking in the appropriate direction to see the trustworthiness of God because we have stopped looking into the past to find the meaning of our lives.  We have been seduced by the culture of significance into looking toward the future, and since we can’t see the future, we’re afraid.  So, we make something solid that we can hang on to.  As a result of not looking back at God’s acts, we see nothing that we can be sure of in the future.  Therefore, we make up some substitute for devotion.  We put our trust in what we have now;  those things that make us feel secure.  We devote ourselves to what we think will serve us best right now.  In the process, we slander God.  

God leaves plenty of markers to establish His reliability.  There’s a pile of stones where the children crossed the Jordan.  There are altars scattered across the land.  There is a rainbow in the sky.  And there’s an empty tomb.  But unless we gather our courage from God’s past acts, we will find the future so threatening that worshipping what we have right in front of us will be the natural thing to do.  Turn around!  Ignore the culture that tells you your safety lies in planning for tomorrow.  Look where God has already been.  That’s what sets the course of your life.  Tomorrow never comes.  What you have is what God has already done and what you are going to do with it today.

Is it any wonder that the Hebrew word for the future is a word that gives us an image of a man in a rowboat, looking back at where he came from while he rows toward a place he cannot see?  Once aligned with the markers he can see (where he has already been), his future is secure.  He can’t row while straining his neck to look where he is going.  So, God leaves markers, lots of them, in order that we can get aligned with where He has been, and be confident that the alignment will take us where He wants us to go.  

Natural idolatry is the attempt to row forward without looking back at God’s handiwork.

And, by the way, once we divest ourselves of the history of God with Israel, or the history of God with our own family trees, we are set adrift without markers.  No wonder we flounder in the sea of idolatry.
Want to read more about the Hebrew view of the future?  Click here.

Topical Index:  Idolatry, Future

January 9  You shall not make for yourself an image  Deuteronomy 5:8

The Idolatry of the Future

Image – It’s all connected.  Let me show you how.  Idolatry is the substitution of devotion to something other than God.  Keep that in mind as we look at a story from the life of Moses.  In Exodus 33:23, God fulfills Moses’ request to see His glory by passing before Moses and allowing Moses to see et-achorai*, usually translated “back part.”  But when we examine the word, we find that it is derived from the same root (achor) that give rise to the word acharyith, the Hebrew word for the future (remember that man in the row boat?).  It is a word about direction, not body parts.  So, God does not show Moses His back.  He actually shows Moses the direction where He has been.  In other words, when God’s glory passes by, Moses is allowed to see where God has already been.  From the human perspective, God’s glory is seen after the fact.

This is critically important, because we live in a Greek-oriented world where we are encouraged to look to the future for our security, meaning and significance.  We live under the idolatry of evolution, thinking that the best is yet to come, that the world is headed toward advancement and that God has yet to finish His plan before His work is complete.  We worship the future in every concern about tomorrow.  The world pushes us to ask what we will become, what tomorrow will be like and where we are going.  None of this is the direction that God wants us to incorporate into our being.

Moses sees God in the past.  He sees where God has already been.  In exactly the same way, God asks us to look at the past to see who we really are and who He is, and to worship Him on that basis.  In the Hebrew world, God created everything good.  It was not incomplete, waiting for some future date to be finished.  It was done, finished and good at the beginning.  If you want to see what being human is supposed to be like, you don’t have to peer into the next century.  You have to look back to Adam and the original creation.  We started out perfect.  We are not moving toward perfection.  We are moving toward redemption and restoration, toward recovering what we once were.  Social evolution suggests that the past has nothing of value because it has been eclipsed by today and tomorrow.  We have bought the lie.  We think that our real meaning lies ahead of us in time.  But God wants us to get re-directed and see that who we are has been established in Creation and in the resurrection of Jesus.  God has already given us our identity.  The problem is that we are looking the wrong way.

Please notice that if your true identity lies in the future, it will depend on you.  However, if you are who you are because God has already done His work in the past, then there is nothing for you to earn in the future to make you complete.  Imagine how important this is the next time you ask a child, “What do you want to be when you grow up?”

You think that you are not an idol worshipper?  Look again!  Look at all those things in your life that point you toward a future fulfillment, a future significance, a future destiny.  Ask yourself how many of your actions are dictated, dedicated and directed by future issues.  Then read the history of Israel.  Look where God has already been and recognize that who you are and what you are is settled in His past actions, not your future plans.  Stop worshipping what the world tells you are going to be and start living according to the God Who has directed all that has come to be.

When we cut ourselves off from the history of God’s actions in the past, we are like men trying to walk with one leg.  There is going to be a lot of falling and stumbling.  Is that how you want to get through life?

(*Notes on pronunciation:  Hebrew has a guttural sound like the German “ach”.  This is usually spelled as a “k” or a “ch” or a “c”.  However, there is a lot of variation in Hebrew phonetics, so some conventions need to be adopted.  Just remember that no matter what the spelling, the phonetic is that “ach” guttural.)

January 10  Jesus therefore answered and was saying to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, the Son can do nothing of Himself, unless it is something He sees the Father doing; for whatever the Father does, these things the Son also does in like manner.”  John 5:19

Instant Replay

Doing – What an important verse this is!  Not simply because it begins with an announcement of personal endorsement of divine action (remember that “truly, truly” is really amen, amen) before the statement is given, but also because it implies that what comes next is the absolutely reliable foundation of the relationship between the Son and the Father.  And that relationship is based on submission and identical action.

Have you even wondered why Jesus did the things that He did?  Do you think that His approach to life was as random as ours seems to be?  This verse says, “No!”  This verse tells us that Jesus acted in submission to what He saw the Father doing (active present participle of the Greek verb poieo – continuously doing).  Jesus’ decisions and actions were identical to those actions the Father continued to do.  Jesus saw what the Father was doing, and did just that.  So, how did He see what the Father was doing?  Did He have some sort of divine X-ray vision or maybe an instant replay in His mind?  Did He exercise His powers as the Son of God, the second Person of the trinity, in order to get tuned into God’s choices?  I don’t think so.  If those options were true, then it would be impossible for Jesus to ask us to do the same.  We are not divine.  We don’t have the heavenly reply channel in our heads.  But we do have something that Jesus also had – we have the past history of God’s actions.  We have a catalog of the way God works and the way that He continues to work right in front of us.  It’s called the Bible.  In God’s Word we are able to see what the Father is doing, and, as a result, we can become apprentices and repeat those actions.  That’s how we know what the Father is doing.  We look to the past and discover the present.

Think about the choices and actions that you make today.  How many of those are the direct result of knowing how God acts and has acted?  Can you point to your efforts and draw a straight-line connection to something God has already done?  Do your actions demonstrate consistency with the character of God revealed and recorded in His Word?  You don’t need heavenly instant replay.  You need to be saturated in God’s Word.  

Jesus was a Torah-observant Jew of the first century.  We know that at age twelve He already demonstrated remarkable understanding of the Scriptures.  We can justifiably assume that this means He committed vast portions of Scripture to memory.  He absorbed God’s Word into His life.  But He is not unusual in that regard.  Jewish education began and ended in God’s Word.  Pharisees were known for memorizing the entire Hebrew Bible.  Nearly every parable and every teaching of Jesus has Old Testament parallels and roots.  Jesus didn’t need divine replay.  He knew His God and Father because He was filled with the words of the Father.

You and I have the same words – and more.  Are we looking to God’s past actions to determine our present choices?  Or are we making it up as we go along?

January 11  You shall not bow yourself to them nor serve them, for I, Jehovah your God, am a jealous God  Deuteronomy 5:9

Idolatry in Action

Bow – Serve – Idolatry comes in two related flavors.  The first is shachah, to bow down in submission or reverence or worship.  Hollywood has exploited this flavor of idolatry with its scenes of pagan rituals.  Of course, that external obeisance is only a small taste of the real heart commitment to another god.  Isaiah 2:12-17 uses this same word to show us that all who are proud and arrogant are licking the shachah flavor – and they will all be judged because of this.  You don’t have to flop before a statue in order to retain pride and arrogance in your heart, do you?  In fact, if we think about those actions and attitudes which elevate us above others or contribute to our disdain of others, we might just discover that the shachah tendency runs deeper than we thought.

But that isn’t the end of the story.  God tells us that there is another flavor mixed into this lethal brew.  It is avad, a very important word in Hebrew thought.  Avad is the umbrella word for labor.  It includes both work and service, and in the context of this commandment, that means that work can also be seen as worship.  When work is dedicated to the Lord’s purposes, it becomes worship.  When it is not dedicated to the Lord’s purposes, avad is service to false gods.  The commandment prohibits providing economic leverage to those idols that oppose God’s plans.  The attitude of arrogance and pride will find its expression in opposition to God, even if the false gods are telling you just how “good” the work is.  Work and worship are intimately connected.

What does this mean for the daily grind?  First, it implies that a follower of the Way sees all daily activity in a spiritual context.  I don’t go to work just to fill my time so that I can get money to fill my desires.  If I am a follower of the Way, work is the place God puts me to experience His engineering of my life.  I come with contentment because I know that He orders my day.  I serve with gladness because I am where He wants me to be, whether at the register in Target or at the gas pump or at the boardroom table.  If I am not there because God wants me there, then my avad probably serves another god.  

The same can be said for my purposes.  No matter where God places me, I still serve (work for) Him.  Isn’t this exactly what Paul suggested?  But if I find that what occupies my effort is directed toward desires not in line with the will of the Father, then my avad is passive rebellion, denying God’s authority and ownership of all my endeavors.

David said that all the earth will worship (fall down and serve) the Lord.  If the sun, moon and stars sing His praises, and if every hill and valley, ocean and stream shout out the magnificence of the Holy One of Israel, can we do any less and claim that we are obedient to this second commandment?  

Today, you may walk humbly before your God.  You may serve Him with contentment and joy.  Or, you can look to others gods in your attitude and actions.  It’s really up to you, isn’t it?
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But that isn’t the end of the story.  God tells us that there is another flavor mixed into this lethal brew.  It is avad, a very important word in Hebrew thought.  Avad is the umbrella word for labor.  It includes both work and service, and in the context of this commandment, that means that work can also be seen as worship.  When work is dedicated to the Lord’s purposes, it becomes worship.  When it is not dedicated to the Lord’s purposes, avad is service to false gods.  The commandment prohibits providing economic leverage to those idols that oppose God’s plans.  The attitude of arrogance and pride will find its expression in opposition to God, even if the false gods are telling you just how “good” the work is.  Work and worship are intimately connected.

What does this mean for the daily grind?  First, it implies that a follower of the Way sees all daily activity in a spiritual context.  I don’t go to work just to fill my time so that I can get money to fill my desires.  If I am a follower of the Way, work is the place God puts me to experience His engineering of my life.  I come with contentment because I know that He orders my day.  I serve with gladness because I am where He wants me to be, whether at the register in Target or at the gas pump or at the boardroom table.  If I am not there because God wants me there, then my avad probably serves another god.  
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Today, you may walk humbly before your God.  You may serve Him with contentment and joy.  Or, you can look to others gods in your attitude and actions.  It’s really up to you, isn’t it?

January 13  punishing the iniquity of the fathers on the children, and on the third and forth generation of those that hate me.  Deuteronomy 5:9

Educational Responsibility

Hate – What happens when we bow down and serve false gods?  Among other things, our children suffer.  Why?  Because our attitudes and actions demonstrate that we do not need God.  They copy us.  As a result, they become God-haters.

Oh, I don’t mean that they will be atheists.  The Hebrew word here never suggests that.  It is sane, the opposite of the Hebrew ahav (love).  Remember that “love” is not about feelings.  It is about actions.  In Hebrew, ahav means that I do what God commands.  I obey Him.  That demonstrates my love for Him.  So, those who hate God are simply those who disobey Him.  It doesn’t matter if they are nice people.  It doesn’t even matter if they have good feelings about the existence of God.  If they do not bow down and serve Him, they are God-haters.  They do not keep His covenant.  They are not loyal to Him.  They are His enemies.  

How did they get that way?  Their parents failed to fulfill the mission and purpose of the Law.  Their parents, who were redeemed out of bondage by a compassionate Lord, failed to instruct their children about the ways of God.  And the result is terrible.  Not only the children but the grandchildren and the great-grandchildren are lost in the process.  All because the first generation thought that a few rules didn’t really matter.

Do you see the absolute truth behind this?  If your life is like my life, you will see it in graphic reality, among your own children.  There is no greater pain than that of parents who finally see that the life they led results in tragic destruction for their children.  That’s when regret can only turn to weeping and beseeching God to straighten out what we have bent.  And even God tells us that this is no easy task.  Unless God intervenes, the consequences will go on for three and four generations.  

All you have to do today is look at the state of the world’s young people - floating free on a sewer of abandoned relationships, to God and to each other.  We have failed them because we did not take God’s word seriously.  But how could we?  There was a generation before ours that left the divine educational plan behind as well.  God put the education of His ways in the hands of fathers and mothers.  Fathers and mothers sent their children off to the professionals while they pursued their own desires.  We all reaped what we sowed.

The Law was supposed to accomplish God’s plan of evangelism to the nations.  It was also supposed to secure the message of His goodness and mercy within the household of His people.  It hasn’t changed.  It is still designed to do just this.  We simply stopped using it.  Maybe it’s time to re-think how we educate our children.  God forgive us before it’s too late.

Topical Index:  Law, Education

January 14  You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain  Deuteronomy 5:11

Personal Appropriation

In Vain – Let’s settle this one right up front.  This commandment is not about swearing, foul language or cursing.  Cleaning up your vocabulary is socially proper and relationally correct, but it won’t get you any closer to obedience.  Using God’s name in vain is about personal manipulation, not about four-letter words.

The Hebrew is la-shav (root word shav).  If you want to see what it really means, take a look at Psalm 127:1-2.  There you will find the same word with its proper context: uselessness, vanity, deceptiveness, without proper result and fraudulent.  La-shav means using God’s authority, identity or character to endorse purposes that are not His.  That is blasphemy!  It is to appropriate God’s name for your personal gain or leverage.  It is to represent what is not from God as though it is what God says.

Who breaks this commandment?  Well, how about all those religious leaders who claim to be speaking a “word from the Lord” in one breath, and asking you to pay for their Lear jets in the next?  How about the zealous practitioner who prays for God’s blessing on plans that ignore God’s compassionate heart?   How about you and me when we ask God to grant the desires of our hearts by stamping His approval on what we want before we know what He wants?  

Let’s get a Hebrew perspective on this.  Phillips points out that this commandment is unnecessary if it is narrowly defined as cursing God.  Why?  Because every Jew knew that cursing God was a death-wish.  Job’s wife says as much, “Curse God and die.”  Many ancient religions believed that blaspheming the gods would result in immediate punishment.  You don’t need a commandment about what is patently obvious.  No, this commandment stretches the idea far beyond shouting curses at a deity.  This commandment is about honoring God’s name.  God’s name is the summary of His identity.  That’s what a Hebrew name is all about; the true essence of the person.  God’s very essence is tied up in His name.  That means that His name is the summary of what is true, what is righteous, what is faithful and reliable, what belongs to covenant obligation and what is holy.  Whenever His name is used in circumstances that do not honor His identity, He is slandered.  The power in His name belongs exclusively to Him – and we are not free to wield it as though God were nothing more than our personal genie.  

In the ancient near-east, the names of gods were often linked with magical properties like spells and curses.  The Hebrews were freed from this demonic mythology because God reserved the use of His name only for those purposes that were initiated by Him for His glory.  We need to remember that.  “In Jesus name,” is no magical formula.  In fact, any use of God’s name for any purpose, whether in business, politics, war or religion that is ultimately concerned with human leverage or effort is forbidden.  And God says that those who ignore this will be punished.  Think about that for a year or two.

January 15  I brought you out of the land of Egypt, saying, “You only have I known of all the families of the earth.”  Amos 3:2

Broken Vessels

Only – Why did God choose you and me?  He did, you know.  He started this plan of redemption and restoration by choosing Abraham.  He continues the plan by grafting the Gentiles into the family of Abraham.  Now you and I are part of His family.  So, the words of Amos apply to us.  God brought us out of Egypt.  We look back and see His handiwork and glory.  We are part of it all.  We have always been part of it all (from God’s perspective).  But why?  Why choose me?  Or you?

The Hebrew word here is raq.  It is our badge of exclusivity.  Memorize it!  You would notice in the Hebrew Bible that this is the first word in the sentence – the place of emphasis.  “ONLY you have I known,” is the better translation.  God picked Abraham, David, John, Paul and you and me for this task.  He is going to restore His creation through us.  What an awesome responsibility and privilege we have been given.

But there are plenty of days when I just don’t feel up to this.  There are days like today when I can’t understand why God would choose me.  I am broken.  I am disobedient.  I am a failure in holiness.  Frankly, I’m a mess.  I’m what you call a hopeful hypocrite, that is, I know how I should act and I speak about how I should act, but the truth is that I don’t always act that way.  I hope that some day my words will be matched by my behavior.  I expect that God will keep prodding me toward that day.  I know that I will have plenty of pain before I get there; the pain I suffer as God removes my fear-based alternatives and replaces them with trust.  But when I look at my life, I just can’t imagine why God would use someone so flawed.  Surely there are others more qualified than I.  I can even point to a few.  So, why me?

And, guess what?  God does not provide an answer.  God doesn’t tell me why He chose me, or why He chose you.  He just did.  That is the reality of my life.  God placed an obligation on me when He grafted me into His family.  That obligation was to abide by His covenant in order that all the world might see His righteousness and return to Him.  The purpose of living the covenant life is not to make my experience better.  Oh, it does that too, but that is the by-product of the way God designed the plan.  The purpose of living the covenant life is so that others (who were not given this elected obligation) may see His glory and turn to Him.  And the only way they can see this is in the messed-up, broken vessel that I am.

The hardest part of studying God’s words is that you and I become accountable for them.  Each new word reveals a deeper degree of obligation – a tighter connection with the covenant.  Of course, that is also the great joy of God’s words.  They bring comfort right along with conviction.   Apparently, you can’t have one without the other.

So, how are you doing?  Are you experiencing your brokenness in God?  Is He pushing you along the road to righteousness?

January 16  "Whoever then annuls one of the least of these commandments, and teaches others the same, shall be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever keeps and teaches them, he shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven."   Matthew 5:19

Both And

Keeps and Teaches – Apparently Jesus did not view the Law as an “either/or” option.  He says quite clearly that we are to keep and teach these commandments.  That is the practical equivalent of discipleship.  It’s not possible to be a disciple and simply keep in alignment with the Father.  There is another condition.  The point of discipleship is to reach out to others, not to store up a good life for yourself.  But if you were Hebrew, you would have intuitively known this to be true.  In the Hebrew culture, what helps one helps all and what harms one harms all.  The sense of community comes before any consideration of individual well-being.  Maybe that’s why there are only two great commandments: love God first and love your neighbor second (and, by the way, don’t get trapped in the current psychobabble about loving yourself in order to love your neighbor).

The Greek text uses the two words poieo and didasko.  The meanings are pretty much what the translation says, but notice the order of these words.  The priority of keeping (the Greek verb means “to do”) before teaching (the Greek means “to instruct verbally, to admonish and to influence the understanding”) is Jesus’ way of addressing hypocrisy.  Oh, the sting of these words!  You cannot effectively communicate what you do not practice.  If you want someone else to see the light, you must be walking in the light.  It is simply spiritually impossible for darkness to bring about light.

Jesus pushes us right into the heart of the commandments.  They are not just good to know.  Nothing important happens in your life by collecting valuable information about God’s word.  In fact, God has designed His universe so that you cannot learn unless you put it to use.  In God’s reality school, no one ever receives a social pass.  You can stay in Kindergarten all of your life if you choose not to obey, and God will keep you there until you do obey because information can’t save you.  Only obedience lifts your life out of the ditch.

We probably find this particularly difficult and uncomfortable.  We have been taught all of our lives that gathering information is the first step toward effective decision-making.  Get the facts, then the solution will present itself; but not in God’s world.  God does not run Wikipedia.  The Bible is not a storehouse of information.  It is a recovery book and God is running a military campaign.  He sends orders to the troops so that they can follow His plan of action.  He does not need to give me all the information in order for me to know what to do next.  Some things God knows are for His eyes only.  So, in a world where I tend to withhold commitment until I see where things are going, Jesus reminds me that doing comes before teaching.  If I am going to fulfill the great commission by making disciples, I must first be a doer of the word – no exceptions.  Take a look at the order of your priorities.  Are you Hebrew or Greek?  

Topical Index:  Discipleship

January  17 and when you seek for me you will find me, when you search for me with all your heart.  Jeremiah 29:13

The Captives’ Cry

Seek/Search – How many times have you heard this verse given as motivation for seeking God?  It seems to be a favorite when we need exhortation and encouragement.  But how many of us know anything about its context?  When God tells the children of Israel that they will need to seek Him with all their hearts, His words have a very important setting.  Without the setting, the real message gets lost.

Jeremiah was a prophet of the Babylonian captivity.  Terrible things were coming upon disobedient Israel.  The truth is that God loved Israel so much that He punished them severely in order for them to confront their spiritual adultery.  His punishment leveled the once great nation.  It sent many to the grave and many more into bondage in Babylon.  No one welcomed Jeremiah’s pronouncement.  In fact, there were all kinds of self-proclaimed naysayers who told the people that “don’t worry, be happy, God would never do such terrible things.”  How wrong they were!

But Jeremiah does not leave Israel with doom and gloom.  God will hear them and restore them – after they are obedient to His command about the context.  God’s desire for restoration is not unusual, but the context is shocking.  It’s found in verse 7.  God tells His people to “seek the well-being of the city” of Babylon.  Can you imagine that?  These people have been hauled off by invaders, and God tells them to actively pursue the prosperity and good will for their captors!  He tells them to settle down in enemy territory and do all that they can to make life better for the bad guys.  God uses the word that means studying and inquiring into His Law when He tells His people to seek shalom for the enemies.  Then – and only then – will they be ready to search for Him.  

Oh, by the way, there are two different Hebrew words in verses 12 and 13 translated by  the English words “seek” and “search.”  The first is baqash.  It means to try to obtain, in particular, to obtain the presence of someone.  When the people try to obtain God’s presence, He will be prepared to receive them, after they seek shalom for their enemies.  The second word is darash, the word used in verse 7 and again in verse 13.  Searching for God with all your heart is intimately connected with honoring, examining and obeying His word.  Did you notice that God does not ask His people to seek (barash) the presence of the Babylonian conquerors?  Pursing presence is reserved for Him.  But He does request His people to darash (examine and inquire after) shalom for the enemies.  How is that done?  By obeying His word, of course.

Go ahead and use this verse when things get tough.  But remember the context.  Do you expect God to come running to your rescue when your enemies know nothing except your disdain and hostility?  Do you think God’s compassion belongs only to you?

Topical Index:  Compassion, Enemy

January 18  For thus says the LORD to the house of Israel, “Seek Me that you may live.”  Amos 5:4

Knockout

Seek - Live – The Hebrew here is much more forceful.  Just two words: dirshuni vikhyu.  Like a one-two punch!  The two words are darash and hayah, but it’s probably hard to see them because the form of the word changes, and the “and” is combined with the second verb – live.  Remember darash.  It’s the verb associated with examining, inquiring and absorbing God’s Law.  Amos does not use baqash, the verb associated with pursuing God’s presence.  Isn’t that interesting?  In our culture, we speak about experiencing the presence of God, as if being in His presence is the solution to life’s problems.  But God tells us something else.  He points to His Word and says, “Pursue this.  Go after this with all that you’ve got.  Make this your life – and you will live.”  By the way, hayah (the verb for “to live”) doesn’t mean just having spiritual life.  It means to be alive in any way, shape or form.  If you want to live, you must pursue God’s Word.  Otherwise, you die!  And this death is not limited to your eternal soul.  It is about not being alive while you walk around dead, waiting for the end.

Do you know what that’s like?  Can you remember (maybe not so long ago) when you were the walking dead?  In that state it often feels as if there is no way out.  No matter what you try, the death spiral just keeps coming back to you.  You can run or you can fight, but you can’t hide.  There is a good reason why life seems so utterly empty and hopeless when the death grip of disobedience squeezes your throat.  God designed it that way!  That hopeless and purposeless defeat is built into sin itself.  Why?  Because God wants you to feel the crush, know the despair and taste the rot in order to get you to come back to Him.  No man seeks God until he has exhausted himself.  It shouldn’t be that way.  After all, God’s rule is the very best thing that could happen to anyone.  But we are corrupt, self-absorbed, ego-maniacs.  So, God has to take us apart before we are ready to be put back together.  The only reason people turn around is because they can’t keep going in the same direction.  They have to hit a brick-wall before they will look another way.

If you thought that keeping God’s commandments was optional, then you probably haven’t had a good dose of despair.  Go read Ecclesiastes.  When you are done, you will have two choices:  suicide or obedience.  Actually, that’s where we all are, because if we are not obeying, we are simple committing delayed suicide.  You are taking your own life, one day at a time.

God delivers a knockout punch, but He is not interested in standing over you with His fist clenched.  He is interested in rescuing you from certain destruction.  So, He points to the way out – His Word – and tells you to come running for all your worth.

Time to sprint a marathon.

January 19  And you shall become a kingdom of priests for Me, a holy nation.  Exodus 19:6

Tactics, Not Strategy

Kingdom of Priests – God chose Israel before He gave them the commandments.  He elected Abram before he became Abraham and before he knew anything about God’s plan.  He picked Isaac, not Ishmael.  He blessed Jacob, not Esau.  God chooses whomever He wishes to choose.  We have no say in the matter.  After all, it’s His plan.  We don’t get to decide the strategy, but we have a lot to do with the tactics.

God’s strategy has never changed.  He has always chosen to reach all through some in the same way He chose to redeem all through one.  He often chooses those who seem ill-equipped or completely rebellious.  He seems to prefer reluctant leaders, not campaigning politicians.  If you’re anxious to have the job, you’re probably not the right person.  God’s jobs require humility, self-abasement, sacrifice and, usually, lack of recognition.  No one (except Jesus) volunteers for this kind of duty.

But that doesn’t mean that everyone chosen has no part to play.  God determines the strategy and assigns us the tactics.  This verse tells us the part we play.  All those chosen by Him (whether as original vine or grafted branches) are to live as priests so that the rest of the world may see His glory.  While the class of priests developed later in Israel’s history, God’s call comes before the Levites are designated, in fact, before the Law is given.   Merely fifty days after delivery from Egypt, God announces His grand strategy.  His chosen will be a kingdom of priests.  That means that every citizen has a priestly function.  Every citizen under God’s reign and rule carries a special mission.  

This has a very important meaning for the children of Israel.  In Egypt the term for priest (w’b) basically meant “a pure man” and there was no professional clergy.  Every able-bodied man was a priest in his own home.  Imagine the impact of God’s announcement.  The Hebrews just spent the last 200 years under Egyptian rule and influence.  They knew quite well that Egyptian gods were served by every man in every home.  But they were slaves.  No god battled for them – until Yahweh arrived and showed Himself superior to every Egyptian god.  Then Yahweh tells His people, “All of you will be my priests.  You will become what Egypt attempted – holy servants of mine, not to serve yourselves but to serve Me by bringing the world back to My glory.”

How will God’s children accomplish this grand strategy?  Simple - by keeping the commandments!  In other words, God’s strategy is fulfilled when God’s people live in accordance with God’s way of life.  God guarantees it.  Our mission, should we chose to accept it, is to live as pure men and women so that the entire world will marvel at the acts of God through us.  Whenever we fail to live as pure men and women, we fail to accomplish God’s mission.  The strategy does not change.  We simply fail to participate in the greatest mission ever conceived.   But when we put these tactics in play, God promises to do wonderful things through us so that the world will come to Him.  What kinds of wonderful things?  Well, that’s another story.

January 20  Hear, O Israel! The LORD is our God, the LORD is one!  Deuteronomy 6:4

Inside the Text

Witness – When God’s children observe His commandments, He enables them to be a witness to Him.  That’s the point of being Torah-observant.  Yes, of course, living according to God’s Word brings joy and peace and well-being (God promises that).  But that’s not the end of the story.  All of God’s actions are set within the redemptive purpose of reclaiming His creation.  

Did you get that?  God’s plan is not to rescue you.  It is to rescue the world through you by delivering you.  God’s plan doesn’t stop with your best life now.  Your best life now isn’t the end of the story; and it is certainly not the end of what God wants to do with you and through you.  In fact, your best life now might just be a life of living on the edge of survival because that serves God’s ultimate intention – to redeem the world.  If you are serving God in order to meet your goals and objectives, no matter how ethical and noble they are – you have missed the point.  It’s not about you! (Where have we heard that before?).  Did you think that Paul said that all things work together for your good?  Think again.  All things that God does work together for the good, namely, His good purposes – and your good is to fit into that framework.

If we read Hebrew, we would be reminded of this perspective every time we saw the great call here is Deuteronomy 6:4.  In the Torah scrolls, the last letter of the word “hear” (shema) and the last letter of the word “one” (‘ehad) are written larger than the rest of the text.  Why?  Because the two letters together form the Hebrew word ‘ed which means “witness.”  One rabbi says it this way, “The enlarged letters allude to the thought that every Jew, by pronouncing the Shema, bears witness to [God’s] unity and declares it to all the world.”  In other words, every time you repeat God’s call, the central purpose becomes top of mind.  To declare God as Lord is to witness to the world.

How does this intricate and esoteric textual insight become practical reality?  The answer is also bound to the call.  When do I declare God as my Lord?  When things are going great?  Certainly.  But what about when things are going terribly wrong?  What about when I am abused, persecuted, rejected or ignored?  Isn’t God still my Lord?  What about those times when I just can’t see what God is doing, or when He is silent?  He’s still my Lord, right?  Whether I sit on the throne or stand in the welfare line, God is still my Lord.  And when I declare His sovereignty over me, no matter what my circumstances, I proclaim Him to the world that watches.  In fact, my guess is that more people come to Him when I declare His Lordship in my pain and suffering than when I mention His name from my comfortable castle.  Are we attracted to Jesus because He was on the cover of Forbes or voted Man of the Year?  I don’t think so.  

Are you keeping the commandments of your Lord with His purpose in mind? 

Topical Index: Commandments, Mission

January 21  Answer me when I call, O God of my righteousness!  You have relieved me in my distress; be gracious to me and hear my prayer.  Psalm 4:1

Inside Job

Prayer – Why do we pray?  If God knows our needs before we ask, what’s the point?  If God has sovereignly arranged the circumstances to accomplish His purposes, why ask for what we think matters?  Is God running a kind of divine roulette game, altering His bets as the percentages change?  Or is He GOD, doing what He knows is best regardless of our petty perceptions?  

Rabbinic scholars provide an answer to these perplexing questions.  It is an answer that we need to think about deeply.  It comes from the root of the Hebrew word for prayer – tephilla.  The root of tephilla is palal.  This root means “to judge, to discern, to differentiate, clarify and decide.”  According to the rabbis, prayer is much less about what we want as it is about understanding what God wants.  In other words, prayer is the means by which my will comes to discern, clarify and differentiate God’s will.  I pray so that I can be changed by my own words, so that I can through my speech be transformed into His likeness.  I pray so that I can develop true perceptions about life in order that I may be prepared to receive what God’s will is for me.  I pray in order to fit His desire.
Did you get that?  Prayer is not about what I want, what I need, what I desire.  Prayer is about talking with God long enough so that I become suitable material for God to sew His will into me.  The Hebrew view is that man becomes human in conversation with the Creator.  Prayer is the vehicle that facilitates becoming human.  That stretches the umbrella of prayer across a much wider horizon than we Christians normally conceive.  Prayer can be weeping, shouting, bellowing, pleading, praising, dancing, singing and working in dialogue with God.  Whatever shapes my humanness, whatever pushes me toward the image of the divine, is prayer.  So, prayer is entirely an inside job.  Its purpose is to change me, not change God’s mind about my circumstances.

When you pray, ask yourself if the words you speak are bringing about a change in who you are.  In Hebrew, praying is a reflexive participle.  It is an action that doubles back on the subject.  When I pray with God, I pray to myself.  My words are like the chisels and hammers of a sculptor, altering my character with tiny blows, reshaping the human being who is uttering the words.  Prayer is self-effacing transformation.

Does that mean God doesn’t bother with answers?  Of course not!  But what good are His answers when the recipient is deaf to His voice.  God’s answers flow continuously from the heavenly throne.  The question is whether or not our prayers have opened our ears.

Topical Index: Prayer

January 22  and you shall love the LORD you God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength  Deuteronomy 6:5

Circular Reasoning

Strength – Most Christians think that this verse is about parts of my spiritual anatomy.  So, we refer to the quotation of this verse in Matthew 22:37 or Mark 12:30 or Luke 10:27 and we end up with my heart, my soul and my mind (or something like that).  That’s a real stretch, especially when this Hebrew word (me’od) isn’t even a noun.  It’s used 300 times in Scripture, and almost always as an adverb, something that modifies an action, not a thing.  Most of the time it means “exceeding” or “great” or “much”, like the way it is used in Genesis 1:31 or Exodus 1:7 (“exceedingly good”).  Literally, we might translate this commandment like “love the Lord your God with all your heart and soul and exceeding-ness.”  Of course, that contorts the language so badly we can’t stand it.  Rabbinic scholars opt for “with all your resources,” but that’s just another noun in place of a modifier.  What are we supposed to do?

You might say, “So what?  I get the idea.  Isn’t that good enough?”  You might be right, but what if God has something really important in mind here and we miss it, just because it is difficult to grasp?  Jesus quoted this as the greatest commandment.  That should be motivation enough to dig deeper.  Fortunately, someone used the shovel for us.

McBride suggests that this commandment is not about parts of my body at all.  It is rather about concentric circles of interest, like a bull’s eye target.  The deepest, inside circle is the “heart.”  The Hebrew is lev, the seat of my will, emotion and intellect – in other words, my entire personality.  The next circle is “soul”, how we commonly translate the Hebrew nephesh.  This is not the “soul” in opposition to the body.  That idea is Greek.  Nephesh is the full embodiment of the person, the whole self, the unity of flesh and blood I call “me.”  Then there is one more circle – the me’od.  That circle covers all that I influence, all that I have stewardship over in the world.  In other words, all that my person and my body affects – the extension of who I am in the world.  

Seen this way, the commandment is totally encompassing.  It is not just about the parts of me.  It is about me in relationship to myself, my presence in this world and my effect on the world.  The commandment is the call to let God be the Lord of all that I am, embodied here and now, in community and interaction with what is.

Do you suppose that Jesus made a little play on words (in Hebrew) when He said that this is the greatest commandment?  It is the me’od commandment about me’od.  

Now you will have to go back to Matthew, Mark and Luke and re-write those verses.  You might even have to ask forgiveness for restricting God’s sovereignty to some Greek idea of body parts.

Topical Index:  Commandments, Greatest

January 23  You shall not make for yourself an image or any form of that which is in heaven above, or of that which is in the earth beneath  Deuteronomy 5:8

Images of the Divine

Any Form – God does not allow representations of His divinity in any form or image -   no statues, no obelisks, no pictures, no venerated relics; nothing from heaven or the earth.  That much is pretty clear.  But have you ever asked yourself what God does allow?  You see, images and forms from heaven and earth don’t quite cover everything, and what’s left over is very important.

Think hard.  What does God leave as an appropriate avenue for representation of Himself?  Well, you’re interacting with it right now.  God leaves language.  In fact, the only way in which God is to be represented appropriately is with language.  The big question is: why?

Let’s see if we can come up with a few reasons.  First, language resists fixed limitations.  I can define God in language, but I can’t claim that my language exhausts who He is.  There is always an open-ended character to language.  Second, language is always relational.  There is no such thing as a language for one.  Language presupposes communication between people.  Even the world’s most intricate codes are designed to be read by someone!  In this sense, language is essentially personal.  Finally, language is a uniquely human characteristic.  Oh, don’t start arguing about the communication of birds and bees and chimpanzees.  Communication is not the same as language, and as far as this world is concerned, language is a product of human beings.  Moreover, if the ancient Hebrew scholars are right, Man was created as a being whose essence is to speak with his Creator.  In fact, Man becomes human in conversation with God.  Language is right at the heart of the relationship between Man and God.

There is, of course, one other fundamental fact here.  God communicates with us through language.  God speaks!  This might not seem remarkable to you, but it is.  Think of all of those idols that don’t say a word.  Our God speaks to us in ways that we understand – through language.  If God did not communicate with us, we would certainly have no idea about Him.  It is impossible for the finite Man to climb into the infinite heavens to discover the holy God.  God speaks first.  And He speaks in ways that we can hear, even if it is in Hebrew (.

Now you might appreciate even more why God’s Word is so important.  It is the only allowable means of expressing Who He is.  Treat it with great care.  It’s not just ink on a page.
Topical Index: Commandments, Idolatry

January 24  Observe the sabbath day to keep it holy  Deuteronomy 5:12

Out of the Ordinary

Holy – Go fishing!  Is that what you think of when you hear the words, “keep it holy?”  Or are you immediately convicted, bringing to mind the classic image of someone spending the day is mediation, prayer and Scripture reading, seated on a hard wooden pew under the stained glass windows?  Is that what qadosh (to set apart) means?  Are you ready for a shock?  Most of that picture of guilt and grit is just plain wrong.  The sabbath is supposed to be a day of heavenly frolic.  Let’s see why.

Viola and Barna (in their book, Pagan Christianity) show that nearly every aspect of our modern worship comes from imported pagan rituals. The building, the candles, the stained glass, the pews, the pulpit, the choir robes and even the professional clergy all come from pagan religions, imported by Constantine and others in an attempt to fit pagan worship into Christian circles.  When you think about it, it makes sense.  You can’t find reference to any of these things in the Bible’s view of worship.  So, making the sabbath holy can’t have anything to do with sanctuaries or pews, clergy or hymnbooks.  

Mark Buchanan’s book, The Rest of God, offers some help.  The concentration of this command is to stop working.  That means that you quit doing all the ordinary, everyday economic and provision functions that occupy the other six days.  On this day, you enter into God’s rest by doing something out of the ordinary - like going fishing or walking in the park; going on a picnic or spending a day in front of a nice fire; visiting a friend or watching the sunrise over the ocean.  In other words, you learn to take your eyes off the frantic pace of life and cast your gaze on God’s great creation.  You meditate on His magnificence found all around you.  

Of course, that’s only the beginning.  The sabbath is also for listening.  Sit still under the apple tree.  Can you hear God rustling in the leaves?  Go into a quite room.  Do you hear Him singing to you?  Open His book.  Doesn’t His voice echo through the ages?  

This might lead you to reconsider your priorities.  That’s part of the sabbath too.  Getting first things first in preparation for another busy week means spending time apart with God.  The sabbath is a time-reorientation exercise, a time to empty myself of my unfinished agendas and enter into God’s flow in the universe.  It’s a time to commune with God in the wasteland of my soul.  

In addition, the sabbath is a time to recognize that legalism interferes with enjoying God.  The sabbath is not rules and rituals.  It is the opportunity for relationship.  Isaiah says that the true character of the sabbath is found in delight.  The sabbath is made for joy.  Maybe it’s a day when what you do brings absolute delight to your soul – and you share all that delight with God.  So, maybe you should go fishing, and if you have time, stop by the church and invite the pastor to go with you.  He needs some rest too.
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January 25  and you shall remember that you were a servant in the land of Egypt and the Lord your God brought you out from there with a strong hand and with an outstretched arm; therefore the Lord your God commanded you to keep the sabbath day.  Deuteronomy 5:15

Personal and Practical

Remember – Most Christians think that God instituted the sabbath as a memorial to His rest after creation.  Of course, that’s the reason given in the declaration of the Ten Commandments in Exodus 20:11.  But that’s not the only reason.  Here, Moses reveals another connection between Israel’s past slavery and honoring the day of rest.  Why is it important for Israel to keep the sabbath as a day set apart from work?  Because Israel was a slave under a cruel yoke until God brought them out with a mighty hand.  On the sabbath, Israel is to remember (zakar) not only the eternal and cosmic application of the sabbath (creation) but also the temporal and practical demonstration (freedom).  The first might be theologically glorious, but the second is the very reason for Israel’s existence.

Maybe you thought that honoring the sabbath was only about creation theology.  That’s lofty and inspiring, but it won’t do much good for the man or woman who is enslaved to the work world.  There’s not much relief in the gristmill just because there are stars in the sky.  So, God brings us out.  He frees us from the crushing yoke of slavery.  We don’t have to be Jewish to appreciate how important this is.  All we have to do is be human.  Everyone feels the sting of the tyrant’s whip and the ache of the load of bricks as we trudge through life in the fallen realm.  We know what it’s like to carry sin’s weight.  It’s killing us.  We know what it means to toil in sorrow.  It’s crushing us.

God is not deaf to our cries.  He is compassionate by nature.  He rescues by choice.  If you’ve spent your life on the grinding wheel, then you have a very practical reason to keep the sabbath.  It is your personal reminder of life after relief.  So, while you’re fishing or enjoying the sunrise or hearing the rustle in the leaves, remember.  Remember what life was like when there was only tomorrow’s work.  Remember what it felt like to carry the weight alone.  Remember how bitter were the mornings when the only purpose for living was to survive the day.  Remember the bite of the accusations, the lash of guilt, the hopelessness of hell on earth.  And then you will know why God commands rest.  The sabbath is the living memorial to your redemption.  When you keep it, you deliberately recall the days in Egypt, when God seemed as distant as those ancient patriarchs.  You meditate on the agony of going to bed tired and waking up even more tired.  And then you feel the strain lifted.  The sabbath was made for man, so that man could feel the freedom of God.

Perhaps that’s a good test of your sabbath-keeping attitude.  When you set aside the day for delight, do you feel God’s wave of freedom?  Are you gloriously grateful for the relief He provides?  Is the day a celebration for living out from under the wheel?  
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January 26  and you shall remember that you were a servant in the land of Egypt and the Lord your God brought you out from there with a strong hand and with an outstretched arm; therefore the Lord your God commanded you to keep the sabbath day.  Deuteronomy 5:15

A Creative Act

Sabbath – God’s command concerning the sabbath has some entirely unique features.  We find them buried in the very word itself.  The Hebrew word is shabbath. The first thing we notice is the doubled middle consonant (bb).  When a consonant is doubled like this, it’s like putting an exclamation point in the middle of the word.  It’s like saying, “Pay attention.  This is important.”  There is something special about this word – and what it means.  

The second thing we notice is that this is the only day with a name.  If you look at the Genesis creation story, you see that all the rest of the days are simply numbered.  Day 1, day 2, day 3 and so forth, until we come to shabbath.  Once again, something important!  

Then we notice that shabbath comes from a root word shavath, a verb that means, “ to rest, to get rid of, to still and to put away.”  Remember that Hebrew is an action language, deriving its nouns from the verbs.  The very idea of a day of rest is about activity, not sitting around doing nothing.  Maybe this helps us understand that odd phrase in Hebrews 4:11 about working to enter into rest.  

Finally, we need a little cultural linguistics.  No other ancient Semitic culture or language has a designation for a sabbath day.  In fact, none of these ancient cultures even have time calculated in terms of a week (a seven-day cycle).  When God established the seventh day, He created something entirely unique.  The way that He viewed the relationship between work and rest was exclusively His.  

These facts offer another deep insight into the theology of the sabbath.  First, it belongs entirely to God.  He created it.  He named it.  He exclaimed it.  Second, since it belongs entirely to God, our participation in it underlines our dependence on Him.  It is God’s day, but He asks us to enter into it.  It is His gift to us, a continual reminder of our need for Him.  Finally, it is restful action.  This is not a day of lethargy.  It is a day of celebration, and parties are active events.  It is a shift away from the days of working out stewardship over creation.  It is a day of lifting up the glory of the God Who made all of it, redeems all of it and enjoys all of it.

Is it any wonder that the sabbath is held in such high regard?  Makes you question why we don’t worship on the sabbath, doesn’t it? (By the way, church on Sunday has nothing to do with the resurrection.  Thank you, Emperor Constantine.)

January 27  Honor your father and your mother  Deuteronomy 5:16

Chain Mail

Honor – God never does anything without a purpose.  When it comes to the world of human beings, all of God’s actions have redemptive purposes.  So, honoring your parents is not just about respect.  It’s not just the “Yes, sir,” “No, ma’m” attitude.  There are critical redemptive issues at stake here.  Once you see what they are, things might change in your family.

The Hebrew word for “honor” is kabed.  It is literally a word about weight.  It means, “to be heavy.”  Honor is to give weight to someone.  That is a metaphor for important, respect, consideration and value.  In the Hebrew mind, this metaphor is connected to power and respect.  It’s like holding gold in your hand.  You can feel the difference between 10-carat and 24-carat.  Heavier is better.

God tells children to treat their parents like 24-carat gold.  Why?  Well, the answer to that question is not found in a manual of military discipline.  It is found in the covenant.  It is the parents’ responsibility to transmit the covenant in word and deed to their children.  This is an enormous burden and must be handled carefully and diligently.  As a result of this education, children are made aware of the great and glorious God of Israel.  The purpose and plan of the covenant passes to them.  Therefore, children are to show great respect for the effort of parents to teach them God’s ways.  Without their parents, instruction in the ways of God would be lost – and they would flounder in life.  With their parents, children are prepared to enter into a covenant relationship – and discover life with God on their own.  It is God’s chain mail, connecting one generation to the next.

How much honor would you give to someone who rescued your life from wandering despair and hopeless destruction?  How much respect is due those who, at great effort and cost to themselves, taught you the essentials of walking in harmony with the God of creation?  If you didn’t hold such people in high regard, it would simply demonstrate your own self-disgust.  When parents do what God commanded them to do, children benefit without measure.  That is worth honoring.  That has eternal weight.

How many times have your parents prayed over you?  How many silent pleas have they made to keep you safe, to give you guidance, to lift you up?  How many verses have they read, claiming them in your name?  How many times have they gone without so that you could thrive?  This is God’s way.  We each have our turn at the wheel, steering a course that He sets.  His plan is always connection – a community of relationships building and nurturing another community of relationships.  No matter what your background, you are now a part of God’s personal chain mail.  God has designed the chain so that if you learn honoring, you will know what teaching is all about when your turn comes.

Topical Index:  Commandments, Honor

A little commentary:  In the last few days we have looked at some of the Hebrew views on spiritual activities.  Of course, from the Hebrew perspective, there is really no distinction between sacred and secular.  God is at work in my life no matter what activity I am doing.  Our distinction between sacred and secular comes from a Greek perspective, an attempt to insulate one from the other so that Sunday has almost nothing to do with Monday.  It's important to realize that the Hebrew word for work is also a word for worship. 

Several readers have asked about the idea of the sabbath.  What does it mean for those of us who have always believed that Sunday was church day?  A lot of things change when I realize that work and worship are cut from the same cloth.  On the sabbath, God asks me to set aside all of my usual routines, everything that is related to sustaining my life in the world of sorrow.  He asks me to make this day a day of deliberate conversation with Him.  After all, He made this day for me.  It is the day when, with God's help, I may become human.  I may set aside all those elements of the fallen world that try to press me into its mold and learn that my dependence is refreshing, my acknowledgment glorious, my vulnerability illuminating and my weakness reviving.  In other words, this is a day when drawing close to God means that I experience myself as God sees me.

So, whatever I do on the sabbath, it must be grounded in the conversation with Him that makes me whole.  It must be glorifying to Him because that is what lifts me up.  It must be dedicated to Him because that is what anchors my trust.  Sabbath keeping is wide enough to take in the whole of His creation but narrowly focused on Who He is and who I am in dialogue with Him.  Sabbath keeping is joyfully experiencing the grace of God in me - and in the community that surrounds me.  I am pretty sure that it is not possible to keep the sabbath alone.  That is certainly not what God had in mind.  I am also pretty sure that it is not possible to keep the sabbath passively.  I cannot be an observer of an event.  Sabbath keeping depends entirely on relationship interaction, so I have to do something.  It's just that what I do cannot push me back toward a world where God's original design is not at the forefront.  Sabbath-keeping is ultimately walking together in the cool of the evening conversing with the Creator.

January 28  But Jesus said, “Allow the little children and do not prevent them to come to Me, for of such is the kingdom of heaven.”  Matthew 19:14

The Quality of the Kingdom

Of Such – Honor your parents.  Why?  Because they have the God-given responsibility to present you with the covenant relationship with God.  So, what do parents do?  Well, if you were in the crowd on the day Jesus met these children, you would have seen something quite shocking happen.  Parents brought their children to the Master because they were trying to fulfill God’s command.  They might not have known that Jesus was God, but they certainly knew that He was very close to God, and they naturally wanted their children to experience the presence of a man who walked with God.  But, much to their amazement, those accompanying Jesus prevented them.  

Our usual theological interpretation of this verse concentrates on Jesus’ remark about the character of Kingdom citizens.  But what we might not see is that the fourth commandment is being broken here.  The disciples are not honoring the relationship between parents and children.  Jesus does not simply speak about citizen character.  He corrects a tragic mistake.  The covenant responsibility must not be blocked.

In the Greek New Testament, the word toioutos (“of such”) is unusual.  The common form is toios, meaning “such”, like “such as this kind.”  But the Greek here adds emphasis.  This little word puts some qualitative stress here.  These are not just any kind of children.  These are children who carry a critically important role.  They are representatives of God’s plan for communicating the covenant.  Their status – dependent, unimportant and vulnerable – represents all of those who would enter into the covenant.  No one comes to God carrying a glowing resume.  We come dragging life’s ashes.  We come without self-sufficiency, or we do not come at all.  God’s plan was always to use the family to bring His grace to those who were most vulnerable.  The enemy goes after the powerful, holding them up as icons of human success.  God looks the other way, to the ones who gently rest in His sufficiency, who think nothing of tomorrow because they want to play today.

And how will they know that there is a God Who cares for them with such deliberate intensity?  God entrusts that responsibility to parents.  Jesus knew all about this divine delegation, and He would not allow the socially zealous disciples to interfere.  The disciples thought only of protecting their esteemed Master from the annoyance of the unworthy.  The Master saw that God’s plan begins and ends with those who have no advocate for themselves.  

I wonder if we aren’t more like those disciples than we would like to admit.  I wonder if we stand in the way of the vulnerable, the helpless and the dependent because we are “protecting” Jesus from the unworthy.  I wonder if we realize that we are breaking a commandment.

Topical Index: Education

January 29  “Surely our transgressions and our sins are upon us, and we are rotting away in them; how then can we survive?”  Ezekiel 33:10

The Second Law

Rotting Away – Everything goes down hill!  Have you come to terms with the Second Law (of Thermodynamics)?  No matter what you do, the slippery slope syndrome rules the fallen world.  As the medieval rhyme says, “Ashes, ashes, we all fall down.”  

God knows all about the Second Law.  He knows that there is no escape from rot in this world – unless He intervenes.  Ezekiel speaks for Israel, and for us, when we says that our sins are upon us like a compost pile.  We are rotting away.  The Hebrew word is maqaq.  It even sounds nasty.  It means “to waste away, to decompose, to dissipate, to rot.”  Isn’t that exactly what it’s like under the garbage pile of sin.  David expressed the same personal corruption in Psalm 32:3.  Concealed sin does not stop the Second Law from working.  It just eats away from the inside.

If you read this entire passage in Ezekiel, you will be surprised to find that the speaker is not Israel.  The speaker is God.  Israel wanted to keep quiet about all this.  So do we.  Confronting the Second Law is painful.  It hurts to accept the fact that all that I have worked so hard to build will eventually fall to ruin.  It hurts to know that all the effort I put into improvement will still leave me six feet under.  But, most of all, it hurts to know that my obedience is lacking, that I am not as righteous as I claim to be, that inside there is maqaq, a disease far worse than cancer.  So, I say nothing.  I pretend things are “just fine.”  But God won’t leave me alone.

When I can no longer face the reality of the Second Law, God speaks for me.  He says what I cannot bring myself to say.  I have a mouth, but will not use it.  So, God opens His mouth and speaks the truth about me.  I am rotting away from my sin.  How can I survive?

It’s important to know that the Hebrew word at the end of this verse is not about squeaking by.  The translation is not “survive.”  Given the amount of garbage piled on us, we might think that survival is all that we can hope for.  But we would be mistaken.  The word is hayah.  It is to describe flourishing life, revived living, healed existence.  No matter how powerful the Second Law, we really don’t want to just get by.  We want to live!  God knows that we want to live, so when He expresses what we are unable to speak, He uses the right word to convey our deepest desire.  God is not interested in leaving us still breathing in the ditch.  God is interested in restoration, as we shall see tomorrow.

When the Second Law presses you into compost, remember this:  God will speak what you can’t say.  He knows you, even in the rot.  And, God has an answer.  Just wait. 

Topical Index:  Sin, Restoration

January 30  “Say to them, ‘As I live!’ declares the LORD GOD, ‘I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that the wicked turn from his way and live.  Turn back, turn back from your evil ways!  Why then will you die, O house of Israel?’”  Ezekiel 33:11

The First Law

As I Live – When sin crushes me to the bone, when I feel the weight of the rot on my shoulders and the Second Law exacts its toll from my life, what basis do I have for hope?  Ecclesiastes makes it very clear that there is no real hope in work, in progeny, in legacy or society.  The Second Law applies.  It all goes downhill.  How can I have hope?  God answers:

Chaiani!  As I live!  I have reason to hope because GOD LIVES!  He is not the God of the dead.  He is the God of the living.  When He comes to rescue, He brings life with Him.  Because He is alive, I can trust that He will make me alive.  I don’t worship some past relic or some ancient memory.  I worship the here-and-now, living God!

This Hebrew word (from hayah) is an in-your-face, basic, reality word.  It’s not the word for some eternal, ethereal existence – a transcendent God high above the clouds.  It’s not the word for spiritual realms and the mystery of Being.  It’s the basic word for living things.  It’s the same word that is used for the life of animals and beasts.  God shouts, “I am as much alive as that pet at your feet.  I am as much alive as the animals in the forest.  I am right here and now alive.”  Of course, we know that God is far more than all this, but in the midst of our decomposing lives, we need to hear the First Law, not the Second.  And the First Law is this:  God is alive!

Just as we cannot voice the depth of our inner reality – the despair that goes with the slide into darkness – so we are not able to shout the solution.  God voices our true condition – rotting away – and He proclaims our only solution.  He lives!  Do you realize that because God lives, everything else is possible?  Do you not see that all that we are, and all we are meant to be, is based in the living God?  Put your hope there, and nowhere else.  Listen to Him, and nothing else.  God announces in the strongest possible terms that He is not interested in death – yours or mine.  He does not want to see the wicked perish.  (By the way, the wicked are not those terrible pagans.  In this verse, God is speaking to His own chosen ones.)  He wants restoration.  He wants us to live!

What beauty, harmony and glory is there in the disintegration of God’s creation?  None!  He wants what He has created to shine with the splendor of His handiwork.  He has set a beacon ablaze in the universe and He desires it to light up the night.  So, God exhorts His sin-sick children to turn back.  That’s one of the most important themes in the whole Bible – and tomorrow we will look carefully at it.  But today – today is a day of hope.  Today, God is alive!  The First Law reigns supreme.
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January 31  “Say to them, ‘As I live!’ declares the LORD GOD, ‘I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that the wicked turn from his way and live.  Turn back, turn back from your evil ways!  Why then will you die, O house of Israel?’”  Ezekiel 33:11

Divine Pleading

Turn Back – God is pleading with the prodigal child (that’s you and me).  “Turn, turn back.”  In Hebrew, shuvu, shuvu.  It’s more than an emotional appeal.  It’s a heartfelt warning.  What lies ahead for the prodigal is a wasted life.  Friends will abandon you.  Fortunes will dissipate.  Famine will touch your mind and body.  “Turn back,” says the Lord.  “Will you continue on your path to destruction?  Will you die for lack of repentance?”  The sad truth is that most human beings never come to their senses.  They spend their lives in the pigpen in spite of God’s open heart and welcoming arms.

Shuv is one of the most important words in the Hebrew Bible.  It is used in forty-six times in Ezekiel and hundreds of times in the Bible.   It is the essence of God’s plan of restoration, condensed into a single word.  But that word has a very wide range of meanings, all of which come into play.  It can describe physical direction (to turn around, to turn back, to return).  It can give spiritual admonition (to return to the Lord, to turn away from sin).  It can mean “to change loyalty” (Jeremiah 4:1).  It can be used for “repent.”  It can mean “withdraw,” used negatively to describe Israel pulling away from God.  It can mean “to change relationship within the covenant.”   Now you see why this single word is shorthand for the entire gospel message.  

Did you notice that God’s plea is quite a bit different than the ones we hear today?  Shuv says nothing about the sinner’s prayer, church membership, altar calls or even about the Messiah.  It simply offers the chance to come back to God.  Of course, the only ones who respond to shuv are those who want to change direction – and for that, they must become aware of the pigpen.  As long as they are willing to eat with the pigs, there is no desire to come back to the Father.  Shuv requires a commitment – turn away from your evil ways.  That won’t be done until you know that your ways are evil.  

Divine pleading is accompanied by divine pushing.  God wants to rescue the wicked.  But the wicked don’t want rescue until they see the tragic consequences of their ways.  So, God engineers personal disaster.  Why wouldn’t He?  He wants to do what is best for you and me, and when we can’t see what is best because we are blinded by the pig food, He will press our lives into terrible corners.  It is part of the divine plan.  Drowning men need rescue, so God throws us into the raging surf and waits until we are gasping for air.  It is the loving thing to do.  Of course, many of us come along and offer temporary assistance in the midst of God’s engineered crisis.  Our help delays the plan.  Our kiss of friendship serves only to consign others to the pigpen, despite our noble motives.  Messing with the plan has serious consequences.  Before fools rush in, they better know what God is doing.  Right?
Topical Index: Restoration

February 1  So then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now much more in my absence, work out your salvation with fear and trembling  Philippians 2:12

The Right Stuff

Obeyed – The motivation for obedience is not always the same.  Why you obey is sometimes just as important as the fact that you do obey.  In Greek, there are words for this distinction – words that we do not have in English.  One kind of obedience describes submission.  It’s the kind of obedience that comes from putting yourself under the authority of another.  Paul uses this word (hupotasso) in 1 Corinthians 15:27 (“God will put all things under His feet”).  But that is not the word used here, and the difference is important.  Here the word is hupakouo.  This is a word used to describe the obedience of a child to parents.  It has direct links to the Hebrew word shema because hupakouo means “to listen attentively in order to answer.”  Just as the Hebrew shema means both hear and obey, so hupakouo means to hear and respond.  In fact, it comes from the root word akouo which means “to hear.”  Guess what?  Paul is reminding the Philippian Christians about something they already were doing – listening and obeying, just as they did when they responded to the shema.  

Of course, that doesn’t mean that the other word for obey does not apply.  We are asked to volunteer to submit to the Lord’s authority.  We do so because it is in our best interest – and He is worthy of our allegiance.  But when it comes to working out our salvation, there is another kind of obedience needed – hearing and doing.

Many Christians concentrate on the last part of this well-known verse, namely, “work out your salvation.”  But do you see now that this is directly connected with hearing and obeying?  So, you might want to ask, “Hearing and obeying what?”  And for the answer, we have to look at the little word pantote (“always”).  Paul commends his brethren because they have always known the secret of hearing and obeying.  They have exercised the properly motivated obedience for a long time.  Now, what do you suppose they were hearing-obeying?   That requires a little research.  In Acts 16:11-15, Luke describes the beginning of the assembly in Philippi.  Lydia was at the center of this group.  She was a devout convert to Judaism.  That implies that she was familiar with, and obedient to, the Torah – the Law of Moses.  When she becomes familiar with the Messiah, she embraces Him as the fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham.  So do the others in Philippi.  In spite of the fact that this assembly was not Jewish, these people were already observing God’s way through Jewish roots when the news of Jesus arrived.  They knew all about the shema because it was already part of their lives.  It was a very short step from shema to hupakouo.

We learn something important here.  We learn that submission is not at the heart of working out our salvation.  Listening and doing is!  We learn that listening and doing has been part of God’s plan all along – long before Jesus arrived.  But now we know that listening and doing are only one aspect of obedience.  The other aspect is submitting.  Both are needed.  God is not interested in compliance.  He wants voluntary acceptance demonstrated by attentive listening and responding.

Topical Index:  Obedience

February 2  So then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now much more in my absence, work out your salvation with fear and trembling  Philippians 2:12

Plowing

Work Out – Paul is never very far from the Hebrew Scriptures.  So, when he talks about working out our salvation, he uses a Greek word that recalls a very familiar Old Testament context.  It’s all about the plow.  If you thought working out your salvation was about preparing your soul, clearing your mind or cleaning up your emotions, then you need a good dose of dirt.  Paul’s word takes us right back to Genesis 3 – a world filled with thorns, thistles and sweat.

The Greek word is katergazesthe.  It is the combination of an intensive prefix (kata) and a verb that is about toil, particularly about laboring in a field.  It is the same word that is used in the Greek Old Testament in Genesis 2:15, when God placed Man in the garden to cultivate it.  This kind of work has been in the plan since the creation.  It is the work of stewarding the earth on God’s behalf.  Paul adds an exclamation point to this work!  Do you want to know how to work out your salvation?  By redeeming God’s creation, that’s how!   As a result of the Fall, that toil is incredibly more difficult.  Now we have to deal with thorns, thistles and sorrow.  Work comes with sweat.  But the plan of working out our salvation has not changed.  This is exactly the same assignment given to Adam.  God always intended that Man should work at stewarding the creation.

In the contemporary religious world of inner spirituality, it’s easy to overlook God’s general assignment.  It’s easy to focus on confession, prayer, denial, cross-bearing and religious “feelings.”  All of that may be important, but it’s not where your salvation is going to be worked out.  If you want to work out your salvation, start plowing!  Exercise stewardship.  Transform the world.  Act as a representative of the God of compassion and mercy.  Love others – and that means to act benevolently toward another at cost to myself.  Yes, you can spend important moments in the study of the Word.  Yes, you can enjoy conversation with the Lord in a quiet place.  Yes, you will need to seek purity and truth.  But if your religious experience ends there, you will not work out your salvation.  You’ll stay stuck on the sidelines of the great game of redemption.  If you want to work this out, you will have to get dirty in the world.  There are no ivory tower Christians.

By the way, God does not allow proxy Christianity.  You can’t assign working out your salvation to someone else.  There are no professional Christians.  Yes, your resources and finances must be used to bring transformation and redemption to this world, but you yourself will have to put a hand to the plow sooner or later (hopefully, sooner, since working out your salvation takes a long time).  Is it any wonder that Jesus talked about giving drink, food, shelter and encouragement to those in need?  

How’s your plowing going?
Topical Index:  Obedience, Salvation

February 3  You shall not commit murder  Deuteronomy 5:17

Too Simple

Commit Murder -  The King James Bible did us no favors with this commandment.  You see, there are seven different words in Hebrew that describe killing.  Three are associated with killing animals for sacrifice, one is related to vengeful slaughter and two are connected to execution.  That leaves this one, ratsach.  It is almost always associated with killing a personal enemy, but not always with premeditation (see Numbers 35:16, Deuteronomy 4:41-43 and Joshua 20:3).  The predominant idea behind ratsach is to act with lethal violence toward another person.  The commandment itself is hard to forget.  It is only one word with the added negative - lo tirtsakh.  Forceful.  Simple.  Perhaps too simple for our tastes.  Let me explain.

God places enormous sanctity on life.  Without exception, He claims the divine right to give it and take it.  Under His authority, He establishes all the rules of human justice where violations of the sanctity of life require the maximum punishment.  Why is God so concerned about this?  Because Man is created in God’s image, and to murder a man or a woman is to kill God in effigy.  It is to usurp God’s role as creator, appropriating for yourself the decision about who will live or die, declaring yourself to be god.  It is the highest form of idolatry, combining the worst of pride, power and arrogance.

Nevertheless, men have decided that they know better than God about honoring the sanctity of life.  Where God specifically requires the death penalty, men have foisted upon the culture the idea that the death of a murderer is cruel.  Where God speaks for the slain, men have turned criminals into victims.  Where God demands justice for spilled blood, men have determined that a lost life has no value in the present world.  God will not forget the insult to His character perpetrated in this wholesale denial of His right over life.  And watch out.  Vengeance truly is His.

God tells us that the prohibition against murder applies to killing for revenge, assassination, suicide and any premeditated lethal action.  Manslaughter is also connected to this commandment (but there are some exceptions).  This law is so crucial that even an animal that causes the death of a human being must be destroyed.  

Two other important elements are associated with this commandment.  The first is in 1 Kings 21:19.  God holds accountable any government authority who does not fulfill the requirement of capital punishment with regard to murder! (Did you understand that?)  The second is even more damning.  Exodus 21:22-25 shows us that those who cause the death of an unborn child are guilty of murder and shall pay with their lives.

Yes, I’m afraid that this commandment is just too simple.  We want plenty of wiggle room when it comes to life and death.  We like to make up our own rules.  We think we can negotiate with God.  Whom do we think we’re fooling?

Topical Index: Commandments, Murder 

February 4  Moreover, you shall not take ransom for the life of a murderer who is guilty of death, but he shall surely be put to death.  Numbers 35:31

Paying the Cost

Ransom – We can measure the godliness of a society by the measure of its concern with the sanctity of life.  Frankly, the further we slide from God’s point of view, the closer we are to extinction.  If you don’t believe that to be true, read When Nations Die by James Black.  It should scare you to death (no pun intended).  In God’s Word, every capital crime is associated with a disregard for the sanctity of life.  So, kidnapping, homosexuality, incest, cursing parents, blasphemy, human sacrifice, divination, rape of a betrothed virgin and a few other notable immoral behaviors are capital offenses.  The perpetrators are to be put to death.  

However (and it’s a big “however”), in all the cases except murder, there is a provision for ransom, although it is not always accepted. The Hebrew word is kopher.  It comes from the root kipper which is directly tied to the idea of atonement.  Kopher is a legal term that describes a material gift that settles a debt with the offended party.  Exodus and Deuteronomy describe many occurrences where such a debt can be paid by the offender in order to redeem himself, but no one can ransom his life from death for an act of murder.  In God’s court, there is no such thing as a civil wrongful-death law suit (see Psalm 48:7).  

So many times we hear people argue that God’s laws are antiquated and unfair.  After all, why should adultery carry the death penalty?  Why, half of the population would have to be executed! (That should give us ample reason for rejecting God’s point of view, right?)  So, we change the law to fit our desires.  Capital punishment for murder comes under the same humanistic scrutiny.  Now even the most heinous murderers rarely give up their lives.  Even Christians seem pretty confused about all this, allowing themselves to be swayed by the culture of fairness rather than the law of God.  Aren’t we supposed to forgive?  Aren’t we supposed to be kind?  And isn’t all this death sentence stuff really set aside now that Jesus forgives us?  

Walter Kaiser, a great Old Testament scholar, makes two significant points here.  First, he notes that there is no capital crime that involves property (in spite of the fact that cultures surrounding Israel had such laws).  In God’s world, life is sacred, not things.  The second point draws all of this directly into the New Testament world.  Life is so sacred that God sent His own Son to redeem it by dying as a ransom for all.  The Hebrew idea of kopher is central to Jesus’ act of reconciliation.  Ransom for those who deserve to die can only occur by the death of another.

Now we need to ask this question:  If God thinks that life is so special that His Son must die to redeem it, when did we decide that our fairness doctrine was better?  By refusing to pay the cost, we slap the Son in the face as He hangs on the cross.  Life has capital consequences.
Topical Index:  Commandments, Murder

February 5  And in the Law, Moses commanded us that such should be stoned.  What, then, do you say?  John 8:5

Ransom Applied

Do You Say – Adultery is a capital offense.  It’s on God’s books, even if it’s not on ours anymore.  But then, we don’t live by God’s law, do we?  We live in a society where the will of the people trumps the divine right of the Creator.  Under God’s law, there would be a lot more graves – except for the ransom.  It is the issue of ransom that stands behind this fascinating incident in Jesus’ life.

The Pharisees were right about the law.  But notice a few things they left out.  First, they ascribed the law to Moses.  “Moses commanded us,” they say.  But Moses didn’t issue the commands.  He was the mouthpiece for God’s commands.  This is not about human authority.  It is about God’s authority.  The Pharisees are anxious to show that Jesus is contradicting Moses, Israel’s greatest prophet.  So, they put the emphasis in the wrong place on purpose.  

Secondly, while they claim to have caught this women “in the act,” they fail to bring the man along with her.  The law is pretty clear about that.  Both parties are guilty.  What can this mean?  It probably implies that the “adultery” was a set up, a useful way to put a test to Jesus.  The male got away.  The female deserves to die.  Certainly Jesus saw right through this.

But there is another part of this incident that we might not recognize.  Jesus doesn’t answer the question.  Instead, He writes on the ground.  What do you suppose He wrote?  Well, if you know your Old Testament, it’s quite likely that He wrote something about kopher.  Why?  Because God is merciful.  Yes, the Law does require the death sentence.  Adultery is the symbolic equivalent of murder.  It kills the unity of marriage (“the two shall become one”).  But the law allows the possibility of ransom.  In fact, everything about this scene calls out for ransom.  Only one of the two is present.  The legalism of the accusers denies the compassion of God.  And it is a set-up.  The actual act breaks the law, no doubt, but there is a lot going on here behind the scenes.

The Pharisees spit out, “ti legeis” (what do you say?).  Jesus replies not a word.  He writes what He answers – holy Scripture in the dirt.  God’s Word in the sand.  Don’t you think that the Pharisees saw the connection to God’s statement in Genesis, “the blood of your brother cries out to Me from the ground.”  Spilling this woman’s blood into the ground will bring God’s penetrating inquiry, “Where is your sister?”  Those who break the Law are still our brothers and sisters.  Wherever there is an alternative, mercy outweighs punishment.  Forgiveness is ransom applied.  

Is there a brother or sister in your life who deserves punishment under the Law?  Will you read what Jesus writes in the dirt, or will you act without regard to the heart of the merciful God?  No wonder He said, “The one without sin may throw the first stone.”

February 6  You shall eat of it in sorrow all the days of your life  Genesis 3:17

The Midas Touch

In Sorrow – Why do I need to live according to God’s commandments?  Why can’t I determine my own rules for living?  It’s my life.  What’s the matter with the “do what I want as long as it doesn’t hurt anyone”?  I’m smart.  I’m creative.  Why can’t I adapt to the ways things are and do what’s best for me?  

How many times have you heard some version of this argument?  It’s played out in movies, novels and politics.  Do you know how to answer without getting moralistic?  Do you know the real reason why God gives the commandments?  It’s all wrapped up in the Hebrew word atsav, the word for “sorrow.”  

The reason why all human beings need to adopt God’s point of view is not to be “saved.”  Salvation is not about moral living.  Salvation is God’s option, not ours.  The reason why all human beings need to align themselves with God’s point of view is because this world is a mess.  It has fallen from a state of grace into a state of sorrow.  And there’s nothing any human being can do about it.

The world teaches a big, fat lie.  It tells you that life can be controlled, that things will get better and that you can be the master of your own destiny - carpe diem and all that (along with the secrets of success).  But reality bites!  The Bible is the ultimate book for a realistic approach to life.  It doesn’t pull punches and it doesn’t sugar coat the truth.  Life is filled to the brim with atsav.  No matter how hard you try, you can never get everything working just right at the same time (and don’t deny it).  God knows the world is a mess.  That’s why we need Him so desperately.
None of the original mission objectives for human beings has changed.  The image of God resident in men and women hasn’t changed.  But now everything is subject to distress, destruction and destitution.  Everything that we do, everything that we are is touched by sorrow.  We don’t turn everything to gold like King Midas.  We turn everything to rot like the Second Law.  Just think about it.  Man’s struggle outside the garden is to use his talents, skills and creativity to overcome sorrow.  But he never succeeds.  Oh, sometimes we can delay the effects of sorrow.  We can employ technology, medicine, economics, psychology and hedge funds.  But these are only delay tactics.  Sorrow always wins.  Jesus told the absolute, unmitigated truth when He said, “In this world, you will have trouble.”  “Life is difficult,” starts a well-known book.  The Bible starts with the answer to the problem - “In the beginning, God.”  Imagine what life would be like if God did not give us commandments.  We would spend our years trying to figure out how to get the universe to cooperate.  And then a hurricane would some along.  No, God is filled with grace.  He actually tells us, in words we can understand, what to do – and what He tells us isn’t too difficult either.  God knows that sorrow is the constant companion of life on earth, so He volunteers to share that sorrow with us, and tell us what to do about it.  Now, if we would only listen!

February 7  As I was with Moses, so I will be with you.  Joshua 1:5

Commissioned

So I Will Be – Everyone agrees that the nations lack leadership.  Around the world there is a desperate need for men and women of truth and valor to take charge.  We search for answers, and for men and women who will lead us safely forward.  We want to be sure that we have the right person at the front.  A mistake now could be disastrous.  But how can we know whom to follow?  Perhaps we need to look carefully at the way God chooses before we run off to the latest opinion polls.

No nation ever felt more fragile than Israel on the verge of crossing the Jordan.  Why?  Because their great prophet and leader, Moses, was dead.  The Torah tells us that there has never been another like him.  Who could possibly fill the shoes of such a man?

God chooses Joshua.  Let’s consider what this really means.  First, God’s choice is much like the choice of Moses.  It’s entirely God’s doing.  He doesn’t bother with leadership training classes, graduate degrees, advanced seminars in risk assessment or world prominence in political rhetoric.  Frankly, God is not impressed.  God chooses for His own reasons.  One thing we can determine is this:  God almost never chooses someone who is jockeying for the position.  God usually looks for the reluctant leader, not the one who proclaims his value and superior worth.  This is incredibly important.  The world looks for exactly the opposite.  It looks for natural charisma, motivational skills and expertise.  It looks for past accomplishments, popular endorsements and celebrity status.  God rejects all of this because the servant of the Most High is most often the one who knows he is least worthy.  Look at the great prophets and you will see men who didn’t want the job and felt terribly inadequate when called to it.  God seeks humility; something evidently quite rare in leadership these days.

Second, God is the active agent in leadership capability.  Look at His choices.  God chooses the least, the last, the weakest, the second, the outcast, the ignored and the forgotten.  Why?  Because it’s God’s glory that matters.  God’s leaders are nothing without Him.  Can we say that about the ones we clamor to follow?

One mark of leadership from God’s perspective is summarized in this tiny Hebrew phrase, ehye imakh.  If God is not with you, you are not leading.  You’re pushing your own agenda.  God is the only One Who picks a Biblical leader.  Degrees, training classes, certificates, years of past experience, popular acclaim, even ordination mean nothing in this regard.  By the way, sometimes God picks people who don’t seem to have any of the expected godly characteristics (like Nebuchadnezzar), but they are still chosen by Him.  

So, where does this leave us?  The current leadership fad rests firmly on the Greek model of excellence, talent and skills.  God’s way is not Man’s way.  If that makes you uncomfortable (like, “But how will we know?  How can we decide?”), then maybe you need to take another plunge in the Word.  There’s a lot more here, but that comes later.  Today is just a time for reflection.

 February 8  “Whoever sheds man’s blood, by man his blood shall he shed, for in the image of God He made man.”  Genesis 9:6

Murder, the Sequel

Image of God – Walter Kaiser makes the point.  There is no possible ransom for murder because the murderer owes his life to God.  Punishment for murder does not balance the books for loved ones, for society or for moral justice.  The debt that is owed is a life, and only God is the One Who holds life in His hands.  Capital punishment is not primarily about sending a message to society.  It is about paying God what He is due.

The idea behind ransom is the debt settlement between two parties.  So, if I steal your donkey, the debt settlement requires that I repay what has been stolen, plus punitive damages.  That usually amounts to about twenty percent.  The injured party’s possession is restored.  Who is the injured party in murder?  Well, who owns life?  God, of course.  So, God’s possession must be restored.  But how can that happen?  How do I restore a life?  By giving my own in its place, that’s how.  What I take, I must repay.

Contemporary culture cringes over this kind of logic.  We don’t understand how capital punishment (which takes another life) can balance the books for a life taken.  We think it is just more cruelty.  That’s because we sit on top of a Greek worldview that attempts to derive its ethics from human reason.  If it doesn’t seem reasonable to us, then it must not be right.  We immediately forget that the biblical perspective is not about what human beings think is right or wrong.  It is about a holy God Who determines through His own counsel what is right and what is wrong.  We are not called to voice our opinion about His decisions.  We are called to obey Him.

This verse, coming hundreds of years before the Law was given on Sinai, tells us that God’s opinion about the sanctity of life never changed.  The reason why there can be no exceptions granted by men is that murder destroys God’s image in His creation of human beings.  It obliterates the selem elohim (image of God).  Ah, but did you think that all this means is that the physical body of the human being is rendered lifeless?  No, God’s image is not the physical representation of the body (although it is worth noting that Man is properly both male and female).  Hebrew culture suggests that the image of God is found in the relationship of dialogue.  That is to say, Man is God’s conversational partner.  Man is, in fact, the only entity in all creation that is in dialogue with God.  And the rabbis considered this dialogue the very essence of what makes us human.  

So, murder is inexcusable because it destroys the dialogue between God and the individual.  There can be no ransom because one of the partners essential to the conversation has been made incapable of speaking.  Murder shuts off the victim’s conversation with the Creator.  And that God will not overlook.

Just think about it.  God is in constant dialogue with each of us.  That dialogue moves us along the path He has chosen for us.  That dialogue is making us human, bringing us to the destiny God has chosen for us.  Even if we are not talking, He has not stopped speaking.  When someone is murdered, the conversation stops.  Further movement toward true humanness is abruptly ended, preventing the development God intended.  Do you now see how serious this is – and how the offense is an offense to God Himself?  Murder ends the call of the shema.  Therefore, the end of one conversation requires the end of another.

Topical Index:  Commandments, Murder

February 9   If a man is found lying down with a woman married to a husband,   Deuteronomy 22:22

Don’t Call It Love

Lying Down – We’re enormously confused.  One of the reasons for this confusion is the paucity of our language about love.  For us, the verb “to love” covers everything from the taste of ice cream to sexual intimacy to the united personalities of marriage.  The Greeks had four words; Hebrew had three plus another one for sex without personal bonding.  We have one word to cover it all.  What a shame!

What’s important here is that the Hebrew word for sexual intimacy in marriage is yada.  It means “to know,” but with a very wide umbrella.  So, yada can be used to say that I know today is Tuesday.  It can also be used to say that Adam knew Eve (sexually).  What matters is that yada is a relationship connector.  When I know my spouse in the Hebrew sense, it is a great deal more than sexual.  It is the bonding of two people becoming one, emotionally, physically, spiritually and devotionally.  This bond is the symbolic representation in real earthly life of our connection to God.  No wonder is covers so much territory.

We need this background to notice that the laws that cover adultery do not use the same verb, yada.  When it comes to sex without mutual relationship bonding according to God’s point of view, the word is shakav, not yada.  Of course, shakav also has an umbrella of meanings, from lying down to sleep to lying down in the grave in death.  Hebrew may be a language of the land, but it is not a crude language.  It often employs innuendo to describe sexual activity.  Lying down with a married woman or a man, or as an act of submission to a false god (the adultery of idolatry) all carry the same penalty – death.  If shakav is the act, yada is not part of the equation.  Hebrew never mistakes sexual encounter for love. If Hebrew describes  marriage with yada, but uses shakav for sex outside of marriage, then clearly marriage involves a much deeper relationship than just sex.  If the other aspects of yada are missing, all that is left is just a physical act.
There is so much more to this perspective than just prohibitions about sexual relationships.  There are issues of identity, fidelity, spirituality, reliability, integrity and mystical representation.  There are issues of unity, honor and submission.  And all of these are about our relationship to God, not to the spouse.  Psychologists have long known that couples can get over the act of unfaithfulness.  The real damage is the loss of trust.  That is usually the death-knell of the marriage.  When I throw aside the ground for trust, what’s left in a relationship? 

God demands the death penalty not to act as a substantial deterrent to extramarital affairs (although it certainly has that effect) but to demonstrate the sanctity of the life He creates.  God brings two together to make one.  It is His design, His plan and His provision.  Adultery insults God’s handiwork and shouts, “I’ll make my own unity without Your blessing!”  The death sentence follows from spiritual murder, not physical encounter.  

But we’re confused.  We can’t imagine such a consequence.  After all, it’s just love.

Topical Index:  Commandments, Adultery 

February 10  “but I say unto you, that every one who looks on a woman to lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart.”   Matthew 5:28
Sexual Violence

To Lust – Ours is a world of violence.  We believe that the powerful win.  We think that protection means military might.  We find safety in guns.  We think force solves problems.  Today, the great conflicts of the world are reported in blood-red.  Jesus has a lot to say about this inner depravity.  Some of the words He uses reveal an evil darkness so deeply embedded in us that we don’t even recognize its connection to our will to power.  But He does.

The Greek verb epithumeo combines the preposition “in” with the noun “mind.”  So, “to lust after” is an action that occurs in the mind.  But that’s not all this verb implies.  When we look at the root thumos, we find connections to rushing wind, volcanic emotion, anger, wrath and explosive indignation.  That’s not what we expected.  After all, lusting after a woman seems to be thoughts about pleasure, not anger.  To imagine sex with a woman doesn’t look like a violent act.  Why does Jesus associate the desire for intercourse with volcanic aggression?  

God intended sexual union to mutually join a man and a women with divine bonding for life.  God intended that the protective fence of marriage be a covenant relationship of eternal fidelity.  God intended the two to commit themselves to each other.  In particular, God intended that the man break all prior priority relationships and cleave to his wife so that his faithfulness to her is of the same quality as his faithfulness to God (see Genesis 2:24 and Proverbs 31:11).  But things don’t usually work out that way.  Ever since the Fall, men often choose to relate to woman through power, not commitment.  Lust replaces love because lust keeps me in control whereas love requires me to serve and submit.  Jesus points out that lust is ultimately the desire to control another, to exercise my will at the expense of another.  Therefore, lust is an act of violence.  It seeks my desire regardless of the consequences.  I want sex with this woman, and, given the right opportunity and enough power, I will have it.

David’s sexual encounter with Bathsheba is the paradigm example of sexual violence.  David didn’t use a gun to get what he wanted.  He used his position and power as king.  He saw what he wanted and he took what he wanted.  The subsequent tale of violence toward all the parties involved is simply the physical manifestation of epithumeo – an act in the mind.  David introduced violence into his family and violence infected the lives of his children Amnon, Tamar, Absalom and Adonijah.  David’s story should frighten every man.  God’s chosen one, blessed and honored, sidestepped his duty and allowed himself to look with willing desire.  If it can happen to the king, none of us are immune.

Does Jesus tell us that lust is wrong because it violates the Ten Commandments?  No, He doesn’t.  He tells us that lust is wrong because it rests on the need for power.  Lust is wrong because it pushes aside the sovereignty of God and asserts the sovereignty of me.  She may never know, but that doesn’t matter.  I know that I was willing to take what I wanted rather than accept what I am given.  I know that in that moment I wanted to be God and have her my way.

Topical Index:  Commandments, Adultery
February 11  and I will give you shepherds according to My heart, who will feed you with knowledge and understanding  Jeremiah 3:15

God’s Leaders

Shepherds – When God gave the people His commandments at Sinai, they all heard His voice and they all proclaimed, “These we will obey.”  Of course, it wasn’t long before they decided that they knew better than God.  Real life got in the way.  God might be great for that pie-in-the-sky stuff, but life on earth is made up of grinding it out.  It’s rough and tumble here.  They clamored for a physical king; a flesh-and-blood leader.  Unfortunately, they got just what they wanted.

Are we so different?  Has our perfect hindsight helped us one whit?  God tells us that He will provide ro’im (shepherds) according to His heart, but the truth is that we don’t want those kinds of leaders.  We don’t recognize them when they show up and we are quick to reject them when we hear what they say.  It’s worth considering why.

The Hebrew word ro’eh (shepherd) comes from the verb ra’ah (to tend, to feed the flock).  It is a typical designation for a king in the ancient Middle Eastern world.  Why?  Because the fundamental purpose of the king is to protect and provide and to act as advocate for those who are without representation.  This is the absolutely consistent character of God’s chosen.  God’s leader is a man or woman who demonstrates what is on God’s heart!  Now Jeremiah applies this word to the teacher.  The Hebrew conception of education is not about facts and information.  It is not about applied knowledge, technological advance, career capability or economic advantage.  It is about knowing and understanding the heart of God.  That’s what a teacher is supposed to help you do.  A teacher is responsible for illuminating God’s agenda and showing you how to accomplish it.  The methodology of the teacher is mentoring.  The tactics of the teacher is choosing apprentices.  In the Hebrew culture, a teacher does, a disciple copies.  Now you know why the apostles said, “Lord, teach us to pray,” not “Lord, teach us a prayer.”

It’s useful to know that the Greek New Testament word for pastor (poimen) is exactly the same concept as ro’eh.  It means “shepherd” in precisely the same way.  The pastor must be one who does the Word of God in order to illuminate for the apprentice what is at the center of the heart of God.  Those who say but do not do are not shepherds of the flock.

God chooses His leaders.  We do not.  Our responsibility is to recognize the ones God has chosen and listen to their message of active obedience.  How do we do that?  Well, it starts by looking away from the contemporary culture’s icons.  God’s leaders generally are characterized by submission, humility, weakness, self-deprecation, reluctance and detachment from cultural expectations.  Furthermore, they have an overriding sense of community, usually at great cost to themselves.  They are half of the motto of the Musketeers: “one for all.”   Plato wanted the world to adopt the philosopher-king.  His vision was based in the primacy of reason, the power of knowledge.  God has a different view.  God’s king is the self-sacrificing servant.  God’s king lives to be obedient, not to demand obedience.

Oh, and by the way, did you know that in God’s kingdom, the teacher chooses the student?

Topical Index:  Leadership

February 12  This is the word of Yahweh to Zerubbabel, saying, “Not by might, nor by power, but by My Spirit, says Yahweh of hosts.”  Zechariah 4:6

Lesson Number 1

Not By Might – You can make it happen!  That’s the unstated mantra of leadership training today.  Just go to this class, or read this book, or listen to these disks, or attend this conference and, “presto chango”, you will be empowered to make it happen.  You will take control of your circumstances and become leadership material.  Since most of us stand on a Greek, post-modern foundation, we feel the inner self resonating with the desire for control and we buy the mythology.  We forget that God’s way is nothing like our way.

“Not by might,” says the Lord.  The Hebrew is lo vekhayil (combining the negative lo with the preposition be and the noun hayil).  Of course, we think that this means “not by strength.”  But hayil covers a broader spectrum than the size of our muscles.  It’s not the same word that we find in Deuteronomy 6:5 (“with all your strength” – January 22).  It’s a word that covers the concepts of valor, wealth, influence, virtue and physical and numerical power.  God rejects it all!  If you thought that God accomplishes His purposes through your valor or wealth or influence or virtue or physical prowess, think again.  Over and over, the stories of God’s interactions with men demonstrate His refusal to use the methods and tactics that men can commonly employ.  God does not do what human beings can do without Him.  He does what no man is able to do so that no man can take the glory for the result.

There is a vital principle of biblical leadership in this fact.  Too often, far too often, we look to the world’s measures of leadership to determine our direction and our commitment.  We fall in line behind those who exercise valor, influence, wealth, virtue and prowess.  Why do we do this when it is so clear that God goes another way?  Because the natural inclination for control is such a dominate force in our lives.  We want to control our risk and make things happen.  How else can our goals ever be accomplished?  It just seems so obvious.  

But God is not obvious.  He does not do things the commonsense way.  He does not take the human approach.  The simple truth is that we are unwilling to trust Him.  It’s a form of decision-making insanity.  We know that God is completely sovereign.  We know that He loves His children and seeks only what is in our best interests.  And we still try desperately to do it our way.  We still think it’s up to us.  We still drink from the “I can make it happen” fountain.  We refuse to wait on Him.  

Every day for forty years God provided sustenance for the children of Jacob.  Every day He reiterated His reliable commitment to them.  And after forty years of daily trustworthiness, they were still afraid to enter the Promised Land.  So, here we are on the banks of the Jordan.  We have had centuries of evidence of God’s faithfulness.  And we are still trying to build a bridge to get across.

Topical Index:  Leadership

February 13  For now I know that a God-fearer you are  Genesis 22:12

Trust Accounts

Now – You have a trust account with God.  It was opened the day you were born.  During the course of your life, you will make deposits into the account.  So will God.  It’s just a matter of time.

The story of Abraham is much more than a story of the beginning of God’s people.  In this story, we see God’s decision to use some to reach all.  We see God’s sovereign election, not based on our merit or earned by our efforts.  We see ordinary human beings, awash in struggle and failure, in sacred covenant relationship with a holy God.  We see a God Who is reliable, faithful and trustworthy no matter how we act.  And we see something else – something crucial from our side.  We see that trust takes a very long time to reach its goal.  It took almost 100 years for Abraham.  But God is incredibly patient.

If you’ve never thought much about this verse, perhaps today is the day to consider just how odd this statement really is.  It seems to imply that there was some doubt in God’s mind about the quality of the Abraham’s trust, for it suggests that after this test, God knows that Abraham really stakes everything on God’s character.  We could look at the risk here.  Isaac on the altar, about to be slaughtered, represents everything God promised.  Will God now take away the last hope of Abraham?  Will Abraham’s legacy and purpose be destroyed before his eyes?  Abraham’s actions show that he is completely and finally ready to receive whatever God decides to give.  Abraham has arrived at the place where all that matters is loving obedience.  Now God knows that Abraham will not hold back anything.  In order to understand what is really happening, we need to see the force of the Hebrew word.  The word, ‘attah, has both a temporal and a logical sense.  In other words, it means that as a result of arriving at this particular point in time, some conclusion is about to follow.  The conclusion is that Abraham is a man who reveres God above all else.  Abraham added to his trust account on that day, and the bank was finally full.  'attah is not so much a statement about a time when God finally knows as it is a statement that Abraham's faith is finally full.  God can draw a conclusion about Abraham’s commitment.
Did God know that Abraham trusted Him before this day?  Of course.  But trust is cumulative.  Deposits are made over a lifetime until the account is full.  God patiently engineers the temporal events of our lives so that there is a steady stream of opportunities to invest in the trust account.  Sometimes we see the opportunity and act accordingly.  Sometimes we become fearful and God is required to re-engineer the arrival point.  Abraham took a long time to get to Mount Moriah, but step-by-step, God lead him to the exact moment when the final deposit could be made.  Trust started Abraham on this journey decades before Mount Moriah.  There were plenty of sidesteps and falls along the way, but God’s plan always led here.  At precisely the right moment, Abraham stood before His Lord and banked everything on Him.

That’s how our lives work.  God starts us out on a journey.  The destination is always a fully-funded trust account.  God simply engineers the temporal path so that we arrive at the ‘attah moment and are given the opportunity to make the final deposit.  Then God draws the conclusion, “Now I know.  The account is full.”

You are journeying toward Moriah.  You may arrive there this afternoon, or tomorrow, or next year.  Along the way, you will have opportunities to make deposits.  Watch for them.  They are not always as obvious as a sacrifice on an altar, but they are always  moments when you will be asked to let go of something you thought you needed.  Let God know that your account is full.

Topical Index:  Trust

February 14  For now I know that a God-fearer you are  Genesis 22:12
The Divine Dialogue

Know – Do I know you?  Do you know me?  The quality of our relationship depends entirely on how you and I answer these two questions.  That is particularly true in Hebrew where the word for “know” is yada, an umbrella verb that covers a significant number of aspects of real relationships.  You can appreciate the immense scope of the meaning of this word when you realize that Jesus uses it to say, “I know my sheep,” and “I know Him (the Father),” and that terrible verse, “I never knew you.”  If we are going to have deeply satisfying relationships with God and with others, we must enter into yada as a way of life.

So what does it mean to live a life of yada?  I suspect that it has something to do with a long conversation in the same direction.  I can’t tell you for sure because, quite frankly, I’m struggling my way through this too.  My guess is that all of us find self-revelation difficult.  Isn’t it nice to know that God is completely willing to make Himself known to us?  He doesn’t withhold His greatest concerns or His deepest emotions.  He tells us everything we need to know in order to trust Him completely.  And, of course, His actions back up His words.  That’s the pattern I want to follow.  I want covenant conversations where I can tell my spouse and my God everything they need to know about me.  I want them to know my life like the open book that God demonstrates to me.  But I’m afraid.  I’m afraid that if I reveal all of my fears and failures and faults, I will be humiliated and rejected.  After all, I know myself and I have enough difficulty accepting how far I am from my own standard.  I simply can’t imagine how anyone else could know all about me and still love me.  

That’s when I need confrontation.  Yes, that’s right.  Most of us think that in those moments when we feel most vulnerable, we need consolation.  But I believe the Bible suggests something else.  It suggests that in those moments when I am most hesitant to continue the covenant conversation, I need to confront the holy God.  Why?  Because holiness guarantees that God will never do anything that is not in my best interest.  He is holy.  He has no ulterior motives.  He is not out for revenge.  He will take me by the hand and guide me through the most difficult moments of self-revelation because He knows that the conversation must continue if I am to become myself.  I must be confronted with His holiness if I am going to be able to trust Him.  

That confrontation helps me continue the conversation with others.  They don’t know me like God knows me.  That’s obvious.  But unless I am willing to let God’s holiness guide my self-revelation, I will withhold conversation even from God.  I will fear Him and try to protect myself.  That will end the dialogue.  When I know that He is talking with me, then I can begin to talk to someone else.  One conversation leads to another.

If you have as much trouble as I do being an open book in human relationships, maybe you and I need to go back to the divine dialogue with holiness.  Maybe we need to absorb the security God offers us before we can speak words of truth to others.  Maybe we need to start again.  “Lord, can I talk with You?”

Topical Index:  Conversation

February 15  Going, then, disciple all nations, baptizing them into the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit,  Matthew 28:19

Osmosis Evangelism

Going – The Evangelical world has enshrined this verse as Jesus’ Great Commission.  Over and over, we hear these words as a command to spread the good news.  So, we mount our campaigns, run our revivals and make sure that there is an altar call at the end of every service, just in case someone in the audience hasn’t yet proclaimed faith.  From D. L. Moody to Billy Graham, we have become so accustomed to evangelism by appeal that we no longer read this verse the way it was written.  Let’s stop a moment and see what Jesus really says.

First, of course, we have to enter the Hebrew mind.  Hebrew “evangelism” is much more about transformation of life than it is about correcting statements of belief.  Greek might be about my mental assent to the truth, but Hebrew is about the way I walk along life’s dusty roads.  So, Jesus starts where any good rabbi would start – with walking.  The Greek is the verb poreuomai, which comes from a noun meaning “to pierce or run through.”  You can think of it like the word “porous”.  Things just run right through it.  This verb takes on the sense of passing from one place to another - in other words, moving on down the road.  That is precisely what the Hebrew metaphor would be for walking with God.  Over and over, the Old Testament uses the verb halak to describe a continual and habitual relationship with God as life moves from one day to the next.   It’s all about walking.

While it is usually translated as a command (Go!), that really isn’t the sense of it.  The command in this verse is to disciple others.  The sense is “as you are going along, be deliberate about discipling.”  Of course, that’s very much a Hebrew thought where there is no difference between the secular and the sacred in life.  All life is work/worship to God.  So, as you are going about in your work/worship, disciple others.

This is osmosis evangelism.  Is it deliberate?  Of course it is!  But that is not the same as handing out tracts or giving invitations.  This kind of evangelism comes from close proximity – living life together is such a way that who you are and what you do glorifies God and others are compelled to ask, “How can you be the kind of person you are?”  If you’re going to pour yourself out for the Lord, make sure your life is full of holes.  Let Him pass right through you as you pass right through life.

Oh, yes, and by the way, perhaps the greatest evangelism occurs when life isn’t working.  Anyone can glorify God when things are good, the bank is full and we are living happily ever after.  But only those who know how to walk this way with God are able to offer praise and glory in the midst of real crisis and turmoil.  And that’s when osmosis evangelism is at its best.

Topical Index:  Evangelism

February 16  Going, then, disciple all nations, baptizing them into the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit,  Matthew 28:19
Choosing An Apprentice

Disciple – What’s the difference between making a disciple and teaching?  Not much, if you subscribe to the usual patterns of religion these days.  We tend to think that making disciples is just a matter of transferring the right information to another person so that person believes the same thing we believe.  As long as the doctrine is correct, we’ve done the job.  Nothing could be further from the truth, even in the Greek world.

The Greek word here is matheteuo.  It means to become attached to a teacher and become a follower of the teacher’s conduct of life.  Yes, the disciple does get verbal and written instruction, but that is not sufficient.  A disciple is not the same as a pupil.  To be a disciple, I must become an apprentice of the Master, attending to and copying His  actions, thoughts and decisions until I act, think and decide just like the Master.  Greek makes this quite clear because it uses a different word (matheo) for learning without becoming an apprentice.  I can go to school (or to a members’ class) for matheo, but it will not make me a disciple.  To be a disciple, I have to live life with the teacher.

Jesus is adamant here.  As you go down the road of life, gather to yourself someone to apprentice.  Show them the kingdom of heaven in thought, word and deed so that your apprentice’s life is transformed into a perfect reflection of your life.  In other words, walk with them until they get it.  Then send them out to do the same thing.

The church today has thousands of pupils, most of whom are still in the elementary grades.  To overcome this, we send our experts to special schools, until they come back ready to give us more instruction in belief systems.  But we don’t make disciples.  We make head-filled spectators.  They come for the stage show – the great music, inspiring settings and a charismatic orator behind a glass pulpit.  I simply can’t imagine Jesus anywhere near such spectacles of religiosity.  I see Jesus walking along the road, serving those in need, gathering to himself a small group of chosen apprentices.  I see Him spending His time living in community with those He disciples, until they are ready to do the same.  Information is not transformation, and it can’t be communicated in the way that I deliver content in an e mail (I’m sorry to say this, but it’s true.  All we can do in Today’s Word is start the process of apprenticeship).  If you want to “make” an apprentice (disciple), you will have to rub elbows together, walk together, eat together, play together and experience pain and joy together.  No man or woman can disciple someone occasionally.  You can’t become a carpenter by using a hammer once a month.  You need to go on the job with a journeyman carpenter for a few years.

It’s time to stop recruiting spectators for membership.  It’s time to choose an apprentice and get to work – together.

Topical Index:  Evangelism

February 17 Going, then, disciple all nations, baptizing them into the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit,  Matthew 28:19
Selling the Gospel

Disciple – So, we clarified a few things.  First, evangelism happens.  It is the by-product of walking the life with God, of “going” down the road.  Secondly, Jesus calls us to disciple others, not recruit them.  There is a big difference between pushing information into someone’s hand or head and living life together in holy community.  Now let’s pay attention to one other important part of this “great” commission.  No one can disciple the masses!  Discipleship requires personal life involvement.  It is a one-on-one long encounter.  I can deliver loads of information to thousands in just a few minutes, but discipleship takes time and a lot of life together.  Jesus did not call us to spread the good news in the most efficient way possible.  He called us to enter into the lives of others with the deliberate intention of demonstrating the will of the Father.  Not once, but continuously . . . and not anonymously.  Can you imagine how ridiculous it is to think of choosing an apprentice anonymously?  I can’t be an apprentice unless I know the one I am copying.  You can’t be a disciple-maker unless you choose someone to follow you.

Did you get that?  Jesus chose twelve.  They did not volunteer or vie for the positions or stand in line or send in resumes.  Jesus picked them for His own reasons.  In fact, the New Testament doesn’t tell us why He picked them.  It only tells us that the Father was instrumental in drawing each one to Jesus.  The teacher picks the learner because it is not about passing tests and memorizing facts.  It is about living as one.  

What this implies is that real evangelism is never anonymous.  I can’t disciple someone that I don’t know.  I must confidently travel my pathway with God, allowing Him to bring into my life those whom I might choose.  Then, with prayerful consideration, I invite some to join forces with me.  I commit my ways to them.  I embrace them in a day-to-day experience that takes us to the cutting edge of God’s kingdom.  And away we go, following the same road together until the Lord brings us to a parting fork.  Evangelism is not efficient, but it is incredibly effective.  It doesn’t happen quickly, but it lasts.  It might start with a sense of deep conviction and repentance, but it will not proceed without copying life transformation.

Contemporary Christianity has been trying to sell the gospel for more than a century.  We have packaged it so that we can deliver the goods in three points and twenty minutes.  We have condensed it to the minimally necessary truths required to communicate information about Jesus.  But we don’t disciple anymore.  We’re too busy with our own lives to even think about day-to-day meshing with someone else’s life.  It’s just easier to invite a friend to watch a man in a suit parade across the stage.  Don’t you think Jesus will ask you whom you chose as an apprentice when you stand before Him?  Then what will you say?

Topical Index:  Evangelism

February 18 Going, then, disciple all nations, baptizing them into the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit,  Matthew 28:19
Nouns and Verbs

Disciple – You probably know the translation of this verse as “make disciples of all nations.”  But have you thought about the implications of adding “make” to the Greek verb matheteuo and changing the form to a noun?  The addition moves the action from the subject (you) to the object (disciples).  With the addition, the command appears to call you to produce a disciple.  In other words, it implies that you have to do something that results in a disciple.  The focus is on the result, not the process.

Now, get ready for a shock.  The Greek text is not about the disciple at all.  It is about the process that you undertake to disciple another.  In other words, the command is about you, not the result.  Jesus does not command us to go out and produce anything or anyone.  He commands us to go about discipling.  What matters is your obedience.  The result is up to God.

This is such a fundamental shift in our thinking that it may take quite awhile to sink in.  We have been trained to believe that we are to produce spiritual results – to save souls.  But Jesus is Hebrew, not Greek.  Hebrew derives nouns from verbs.  The fundamental perspective of the language is on the action, not the person, place or thing.  Greek, on the other hand, derives verbs from nouns.  The emphasis is on the resulting person, place or thing.  If we want to understand Jesus here, we must enter the Hebrew mind.  We must see that the Great Commission is not about the results; it is about the process.

Jesus does not command you to get out there and make things happen.  He does not order you to knock on doors, pass out tracts, invite pagans to church or run crusades.  All of those activities are useful ways to reach the lost, but they do not fulfill the Great Commission.  The Great Commission is about your commitment to discipling someone else.  The focus is not outward.  It is inward – looking inside to see if you are discipling.  And what does discipling look like?  Well, it starts with a choice.  You choose someone.  Then you embrace that person with the heart of God.  You demonstrate compassion, mercy and grace.  You instruct (yasar - discipline) and encourage.  You enter into the life of another in thought, word and deed.  You are present in the pain and the joy. You walk the road with the same dust on your feet.  You do life together.  You can’t disciple by proxy, any more than you can raise your child with a surrogate parent.  If you want to disciple, you have to get into the life of the other person.

Very few contemporary visions of the Great Commission are about discipleship.  Most are about marketing the gospel.  But that is not Jesus’ way.  Jesus is Hebrew.  That means He focuses on personal obedience and corporate community.  Jesus builds deep relationships.  That’s what transforms life.  Are you discipling? 

Topical Index: Disciple

February 19  You shall not steal   Deuteronomy 5:19

Robin Hood

Steal – My interactions with young men in the jail always revealed the cultural destruction of morality.  The many times I heard the excuse, “But I gave some of what I stole to people who needed it,” only served to highlight our Robin Hood syndrome.  Stealing is justifiable if I don’t take it all for myself.  You might think that such justification is ridiculous.  The law agrees.  Men go to prison for such insanity – and they should.  But does your moral outrage cover the full scope of the Hebrew word ganabh, or do you also spend a little time in Sherwood Forest?

There are two fundamental assumptions operating behind this commandment.  The first is that my possessions are a gift from God.  In the Hebrew world, I do not earn what I own by prying it loose from the clutches of a miserly universe.  No, I am the recipient of God’s gracious gifts, given not on the basis of my worthiness but on the basis of His benevolence.  God determines the distribution of His property, placing some of His vast treasure in my hands for His purposes.  Therefore, theft is a crime not only against God’s steward (the one who cares for the possession) but against God Himself (the One Who determines ownership).  

The second assumption is the Hebrew view of recompense:  measure for measure.  In order to restore God’s proper distribution, the thief is required to restore what was taken plus recompense.  In the cases involving property, this varies from double to four- or five-fold.  God understands the necessity of punitive damages, but He also tightly controls the application.  Deuteronomy describes in detail how these punitive damages are to be assessed.  However, when it comes to stealing people (kidnapping), God requires a life for a life.  The death penalty applies even if the person is returned unharmed.  Why?  Because God owns life and the man who would dare to snatch it from God’s authority denies the fundamental principle of all life – it is not mine to control.

Is that the end of the story?  Does ganabh cover only kidnapping and stealing property?  Well, not quite.  If the first assumption is taken seriously, all that I have is God’s gift to me.  That includes my time, my talent and my treasure.  Any one of these can be the subject of theft.  Not stealing means not usurping God’s distribution decisions.  So, it means not stealing time from my employer (that extra half hour here and there that the company is paying for).  It means not stealing goods and services (taking advantage of my position or influence to get something of value without compensating for it).  It means not cheating or secretly removing.  It covers words, deeds and thoughts.  I can even steal from my loved ones by secretly removing my affection and care.  Now Robin Hood doesn’t seem quite so heroic, does he?

God gives.  We receive.  Anything else is dangerous.  Is that how you look at what you have?

Topical Index: Commandments, Steal

February 20  You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor   Deuteronomy 5:20
Hitch-hiker

False – It’s court language, but it’s not limited to trials.  The word picture recalls the witness stand.  “Do you swear to tell the truth?”  The answer better be “Yes.”  In front of the judge and jury, we want true testimony.  So does God.  But His reasons for demanding the truth are not always the same as ours.  

We look for justice.  We want satisfaction.  God has a much deeper concern in mind.  Lying disturbs the nature of the universe.  Why?  Because God is truth and whatever circumvents, diminishes or deflects truth attacks His very character.  The universe reflects the glory of God, says the psalmist.  Lying in any form damages that glory, and God will not put up with it.

Once we see the Hebrew word, shaw, we understand the hideous nature of lying.  The word is not just about circumventing the truth.  This is a word that also means emptiness, vanity, evil, ruin, worthlessness and uselessness.  Lying fits all of those categories.  It constructs a fictitious universe, a world where there is no reliability and no consistency.  No wonder God tells us that He hates lying (Proverbs 6:19).  Everything that results from lies stands in utter opposition to the character of God.

Take another look at the meanings of shaw.  Did you notice how many are associated with actions, not just words?  Did you see how shaw is rooted in the practical, not just the linguistic?  Worthless, useless, empty and vane – lying gets you exactly nothing.  It moves you in the opposite direction from life itself.  It sucks the blood out of relationships and drains the world of meaning.  Lying is a step toward chaos and away from the God of order.

It’s popular to suggest that life requires little white lies.  After all, just shading the truth a bit here and there seems to ease things along.  Transparency and brutal honesty are not virtues in a Greek-based world of image management.  It’s far easier to side-step the conflict with a tiny, little lie.  But now you see why even the whitest of white lies comes from the blackest pit of hell.  Every lie moves me away from the living God.  That means it removes me from my own real life.  No matter how “justifiable”, a lie attacks the glory of the Creator and the handiwork of His image in me.  Lies send me right back to the second verse of the Bible, when the world was without form and void.

The choice is yours.  Lies always stand at one-way streets waiting for a ride.  You can stop and pick them up, but you will have to travel toward the dark if you do.  Or, you can see them for what they are - and turn around.
Topical Index: Commandments, Lying

February 21  Now therefore, O kings, show discernment; take warning, O judges of the earth.  Psalm 2:10

The Shift

Discernment / Warning – The first rule of proper interpretation of Scripture is the rule of historical context.  If I don’t know what the words would have meant to the audience that first heard them, then I don’t know what they can possibly mean to me.  That means that I must do all that I can to understand the words within the context of their historical setting.  I simply cannot apply my post-modern Christianity to the text and declare its contemporary meaning as though it were written yesterday.

This might seem obvious to you.  After all, in this psalm, the historical context is from 1000 BC.  The first place I need to look to determine what the psalmist is saying is to the language and culture of 3000 years ago in Israel.  What you might not realize is that the very choice of words in translation often subtly affects how we understand the meaning.  Unless we work hard at gaining a Hebrew, 9th Century BC perspective, we will miss the whole point.

Hebrew is a language that is rooted in active obedience, not mental assent.  Greek, and the Greek-based culture we live in, focuses on rational and mental control of the world.  We are taught to understand the “facts” and draw rational conclusions as the basis of decision-making.  We believe we can think our way out of the problem.  But not the Hebrew.  The Hebrew looks first to action and obedience, not to rational explanation.  Why?  Because the Hebrew knows that man is frail and finite.  No man sees the big picture well enough to know how to solve the problems of life.  What man can do is listen to God and obey Him.  The orientation is radically different.  Rather than rely on my mind, I must rely on God’s word, even if I don’t always understand what God is doing.

Now, when we translate the Hebrew words sakhal (show discernment) and yasar (take warning), we must be sure that we remain Hebrew and not slip into Greek meanings for these words.  That’s why the King James translation, “be wise” and “be instructed” is hopelessly inadequate.  The King James implies that the words are about information and rational understanding.  The translation is Greek even though the words are Hebrew.  The New American Standard is better, but still misses some of the impact.  Yes, sakhal is about discernment, but the basic idea is to act in such a way so as to avoid evil consequences.  This is not primarily a mental choice, the way we think of discerning the right solution.  It is about my behavior, not my reasoning.  The case with yasar is even more misdirected.  Yasar is a verb about punishment for the purposes of correction, discipline and chastening.  Of course it covers warning.  But warning is verbal and rational.  Punishment is tangible and emotional.  We must move from the cerebral to the physical if we want to appreciate this psalm written in the 9th Century BC.  “Now, therefore, O kings, be prudent in your actions; discipline and punish, O judges of the earth.”  Why?  Because you are to serve the Lord with fear and trembling (the very next verse).  

If you want to read the Bible for all its worth, ask the Lord to remove the post-modern blueprints in your mind, the patterns of this age.  That’s what Paul meant in Romans 12.  Time to seriously re-consider how you read.

Topical Index:  Interpretation

February 22  You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, and you shall not desire your neighbor’s house, his field or his male servant or his female servant, his ox or his donkey or anything that belongs to your neighbor.  Deuteronomy 5:21

Attitude Vocabulary

Covet / Desire – The seat of action is the attitude of the heart.  So, it’s not surprising at all that the last of the commandments points inward.  All of those outward behavioral issues (lying, stealing, adultery, dishonoring, idolatry) begin with inner corruption.   That’s where the root problem lies and that’s where it must be confronted.  You see, God is ultimately not interested in compliance.  He is interested in commitment.  That’s why God hardly ever exercises de jure authority (the authority He has by divine right of creation – the authority of power).  God usually (thankfully) exercises de facto authority.  That’s the authority given back to Him when I recognize that it is my duty to serve Him because He is God.  This is volunteer commitment, not power-based compliance.  So, the two words here, hamad and ‘awah, focus on my attitude vocabulary, my inner motivation.  If my heart is in the right place, I will never break this commandment.  If it’s not, I will break this commandment without lifting a finger.

Does this seem like an incredibly impossible commandment?  I can control my outward actions.  I can not steal, not lie, not commit adultery, not dishonor God or my parents.  That’s a matter of discipline.  But now God is commanding me to control my thoughts!  Are you kidding?   How is that possible?  What am I supposed to do when I see an attractive person or an enticing possession?  How am I supposed to rein in my desire for success or housing or anything else that someone else has?  Does God really expect me to exercise mind-control?  The answer is “Yes.”  Do you remember that God says that His commandments are not too difficult for us to do?  So, how did we get into the place where we think that our thoughts are beyond the reach of the spiritual harness?

Perhaps it started with the separation of the mind (reason) from the body (action).  Perhaps it’s because our Greek-based rational world views emotions as wildly uncontrollable (so, we fall in love, etc.).  Perhaps it’s because in the world where reason is seen as the criterion of human being, we allow the mind to have free rein of thought as if that were a virtue in itself.  No matter where the philosophical beginnings, the result is ominous from God’s point of view.  The very fact that God gave the tenth commandment means that we are responsible for our thoughts and that they can be brought under the government of God.  What else could Paul have meant when he said to bring every thought captive?  What else could it mean for God to promise to give us the desires of our hearts?  Does that mean we get whatever our unbridled lust wishes? God forbid!  It means that as we put our will, mind, emotions and choices under His direction, He replaces those desires that break the commandment with desires that come from Him.  The tenth commandment is impossible without a heart transplant.  In God’s world, heart transplants are elective surgery.  Are you ready to go under the knife?

Topical Index:  Commandments, Covet

February 23 You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, and you shall not desire your neighbor’s house, his field or his male servant or his female servant, his ox or his donkey or anything that belongs to your neighbor.  Deuteronomy 5:21

Elective Surgery

Covet / Desire – Heart surgery is a really bloody operation.  No matter how well prepared we are, it’s dangerous, painful and life threatening.  God’s operation to bring about a new heart with the right attitude vocabulary is no less difficult.  The old heart has been pumping those desires into your bloodstream for a long time.  It’s addicted to the lust-rush.  Withdrawal is not easy.  But you’ll die unless you go under the knife.

If you could simply retire to a nice, quiet hospital, well-equipped with the best technology, your chances of survival would be greatly increased.  But God does His surgical heart transplants on the battlefield.  Paul describes the triage center very well.  “For though we walk in the flesh, we do not war according to the flesh, for the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh, but divinely powerful for the destruction of fortresses.  We are destroying speculations and every lofty thing raised up against the knowledge of God, and we are taking every thought captive to the obedience of Christ,” (2 Cor. 10:3-5).  Did you understand?  Weapons based in commonsense warfare are useless in this fight.  Self-help regimens, external restraints, venue changes and protective mantras are ineffective.  You are at war with yourself, and until the enemy is destroyed, the war will never end.  The battleground is beyond the range of any instrument of the world’s arsenal.  If God doesn’t wage war with you and in you, defeat is inevitable.  

“Work out your salvation with fear and trembling,” says Paul.  Anyone who has tried to deal with the inner monsters of desire knows how true this is.  It is by God’s grace that Paul quickly adds, “for it is God who is at work in you.”  Without Him, the battle is lost.  Fortunately, God’s armory is equipped for just such warfare.  Fortunately, Paul is not Greek, for although he implores us to be transformed by the renewing of our minds, he takes a decidedly Hebrew approach to this task.  

That means that actions come before words and deeds come before thoughts.  I don’t control my mind by thinking about it.  The “fight-fire-with-fire” mentality only burns everyone.  I obey the tenth commandment by acting with benevolence toward my neighbor at cost to myself.  I put into play the very opposite of what my unbridled thoughts suggest.  Do I desire to use someone for my own satisfaction?  At the moment I realize this, I begin to pray for God’s grace and well-being to flood that life.  If I can act with mercy and compassion toward that person, I do so.  Do I lust for my neighbor’s house?  I go buy him something he needs to make it more beautiful.  Do I crave his car?  I volunteer to caringly wash it for him.  Am I envious of his job?  I find some loving way to congratulate him on his success.  In other words, I act against my own grain, serving my neighbor in proportion to my coveting.  And God does the surgery.

The tenth commandment is not an exercise in mental gymnastic control.  It is a call to action.  Try it.  You might be surprised.  

Topical Index: Commandments, Covet

February 24  You shall not add to the word which I am commanding you, nor take away from it, that you may keep the commandments of the LORD your God which I command you.  Deuteronomy 4:2

Basic Arithmetic

Add / Take Away – Do you think that God is serious when He says we are not to add or subtract anything from His commandments?  The Hebrew verb for “add” is yasaf.  It is used to describe increasing, repeating, continuing and enhancing actions.  So, Israel’s sins are piled one on another and her guilt is increased.  The Lord added sons to Jacob and Rachel.  Solomon increased the tax burden on the people.  It’s pretty easy to understand the meaning of yasaf.  Since that’s the case, I wonder why we don’t seem to pay any attention to it.

Do we add to God’s commandments?  Well, we might start by asking if we increase or enhance the requirements.  For example, a society that expects and awards massive punitive damages certainly adds to God’s civil justice.  We do the same thing in the church, adding tradition to church governance and requirements.  That pushes us in the direction of legalism.  Just think about all the behavioral rules that govern your life.  How many of them are really grounded in Scripture?  How many of them are extensions or additions?  Does God command you to go to church every Sunday?  Does He obligate you to give the tithe to the local church?  Does He compel you to wear specific clothing, speak with particular phrases or use certain prayers?  Does He regulate your social contacts or your choice of career?  We really need to know; but my guess is that most of us have never looked closely to see what God says and what He doesn’t say.

On the other hand, God is just as concerned about taking away from His word.  Here the Hebrew is gara, a verb that means “to diminish, to reduce, to remove and to cut short.”  We’re much better at subtraction than addition.  That’s because reducing and diminishing God’s word doesn’t require so much investigation.  All we have to do is do what we want.  For example, God commands us to honor the Sabbath and keep it holy.  Hard to get around that, isn’t it?  Pretty black and white.  When did we decide as Christians that God really didn’t mean what He says?  Do you suppose that happened when it became inconvenient?  After all, do we really think God actually cares what we do after church on Sunday?  If we don’t understand what God means, subtraction is pretty easy.  Of course, the great Christian excuse is this:  these laws were only for Jews.  We have so saturated our theology with grace and forgiveness that it has become the perfect excuse to do whatever seems morally correct.  So, in spite of the fact that God says the Feast of Unleavened Bread is to be kept forever, I rather doubt that any contemporary Christian has ever participated nor even imagines he or she ever will.  There’s something wrong here.  God is not interested in moral correctness.  He is interested in obedience.

Living according to God’s Word is dangerous.  It’s dangerous because it demands a razor-sharp understanding of God’s freedom in the midst of human structure.  God is neither legalistic or antinomian.  Rules do not make a relationship with Him.  Neither does the denial of rules.  You and I have to walk on the edge of the blade if we are going to serve our Master according to His desires.  If you’re not sure about adding or subtracting, maybe you need to get back to first grade and start over.  It’s not what’s “right” that matters.  It’s what He requires.

Topical Index:  Commandments
February 25  And when we had heard this, we as well as the local residents began begging him not to go up to Jerusalem.  Acts 21:12

What Does God Require?

Began Begging – Leadership doesn’t always mean that others will follow.  In fact, in some cases, the leader must blaze a trail alone, even when all the good advice suggests retreat.  How does the leader know when to go forward and when to listen to wise counsel?  Well, that’s a matter of character and obedience.

Paul understood only one thing:  Jesus Christ and Him crucified.  Paul’s purpose was to serve his Lord, no matter what.  So, when Paul receives the message to go to Jerusalem, he determines that nothing will stop him.  In this brief report, Luke tells us that on more than one occasion, Paul’s own friends begged him to reconsider.  In fact, they came to Paul out of spiritually-motivated concern for his well-being.  Agabus, at the direction of the Holy Spirit,  provided a physical portrait of the danger.  Luke pleaded with Paul.  Everyone around him believed that they were guided by God to prevent Paul from continuing.  They were right.  God did give them the message to warn Paul.  But Paul was required to be obedient in spite of the warnings.  He told them that he was already bound to the Lord, in life and in death.  So, to Jerusalem he must go.

The Greek verb here is very strong.  It’s a verb you would recognize – parakaleo – to aid, comfort, come along side, encourage, beseech.  Can you feel its impact?  Paul, beloved friend, rabbi and messenger of God, is undoubtedly headed for terrible times, perhaps even death.  Do you remember the circumstances surrounding Jesus’ last fellowship?  Only Mary understood the significance of the moment, and she prepared her Lord for burial.  The disciples were still arguing about who would be the greatest.  They missed the kairos moment entirely.  But now things have changed.  The followers of the Way are in tune with the Spirit.  There is grave danger for one dear to them.  Can you feel their concern, their tears, their fears?  God moved them to act in this way.  Do you understand what that means?  They were genuinely moved by the Spirit to ask Paul to change course.  They were not wrong or sinful or disobedient.  But in their actions, God transported Paul to his own Garden of Gethsemane.  “If this cup can pass from me.”  That’s what his closest friends suggest.  Paul must choose the way of the cross, even when God motivates others to offer another path.

Paul knows what to do because Paul knows Jesus.  This is first a matter of character; not Paul’s character, but the character of his Lord.  Jesus did not let the cup pass.  He could have, but He chose the will of the Father instead.  From character springs obedience.  That’s the way God wants it.  God is not so much interested in compliance as He is in character.  So, God engineers our lives so that there are many moments of character development.  Once character is in place, obedience is the natural by-product.  A leader with a heart for God will obey.  It’s just who he is.

When you face real trials, remember that God may offer paraklesis through others as a kairos moment for character development.  The advice may be good.  It may be truthful.  But decisions are made on the basis of the character of our Lord.  “What would Jesus do?” is still the right direction, even if no one else will follow. 
Topical Index:  Leadership, Character

February 26  Rise Lord!  Rescue me, my God  Psalm 3:8 (translation: Robert Alter)

Salvation!

Rescue Me – “ho.shi  e.ni.” Say it again, out loud!  This one is worth remembering.  The Hebrew root is yasha, “to bring help to those in trouble.”  The pronoun “me” is attached directly to the verb.  That’s what I want – direct connection to my helper.  Save me!  

Why is this word worth remembering?  Not only because it is the cry of every man and woman who suddenly faces the reality of the broken world.  Not only because it admits our own insufficiency.  The word is worth remembering in Hebrew because it is the basis of the name of the Savior.  Yes, Yeshua (the name of our Lord in His native tongue) is derived from the same root, yasha.  When I call out to God for help, He answers me with the name of His Son.  If we translated it into English, we would stop saying “Jesus.”  “Jesus” is transliteration from Hebrew to Greek to English.  But the meaning of His name is “Salvation!”  When I call out for help, I use the name of the Helper.  “Salvation, come save me!”

Life needs a lot of rescuing.  The broken world just doesn’t work.  How could it?  Sin has infected every part of our earthly existence.  That’s why Paul tells us not to be conformed to the blueprints of this world.  We need rescue from a world that is insanely headed to destruction.  But here lies an important distinction.  Hoshi eni does not mean escape out of trouble.  It means help in the midst of trouble.  In our case, rescue doesn’t mean getting out.  It means being empowered to act as redemptive agents in the mess sin left behind.  Of course, that means constantly coming into contact with the infection – without hazmat suits.  Salvation comes to my aid, giving me hope, help and heart to accomplish His will through my hands, right here, in the middle of trouble.  This is important.  In spite of the wonderful music, there is a real mistake in the idea that “this world is not my home; I’m just a’ passin’ through.”  If you understand the concept of Hebrew yasha, you would never be fooled into thinking it only means getting to heaven.  The Hebrew worldview is about here – on the earth where my Father’s will is to be done just as it is in the heavenly realm.  

This is hard to take.  So much of our contemporary theological dreamware is about escape.  We long for heaven.  We fix our eyes on the other world.  We want out!  How many times have you thought, “Lord, I get it.  I accept you.  Why can’t I just leave here now?”  That’s not part of the Hebrew mindset.  Yasha is a word for this world, not the next.  Salvation is not about heaven.  It’s about help.  How can God accomplish His purposes for the restoration of your true humanity and the redemption of His creation if all we want to do is find the escape hatch?

What are you looking for – heaven, or help?

Topical Index: Salvation

February 27  “for the task is too heavy for you; you cannot do it alone.”  Exodus 18:18

Powerless Leadership

Alone – Moses is acknowledged as Israel’s greatest leader, but the way that he led the people flies in the face of a lot of today’s leadership advice.  The encounter with Jethro is a prime example of powerless leadership – the only kind of leadership that God seems to endorse.

If you read the whole story here, you see that Moses takes the typical leadership posture – at the top of the hierarchy.  His motivation is good.  He wants the people to get answers to their questions.  He wants to bring them God’s decisions.  He cares for their welfare.  But he falls prey to the top-dog syndrome, even though his heart is in the right place.  As a result, everyone waits. The people spend their time uselessly because Moses is the single source of wisdom.  What Moses forgot is that God is the God of distributive community.  Only one person stands as the head of God’s entire family, and that Man doesn’t come on the scene for another five thousand years.  Even after Yeshua arrives, distributive community is still the operating procedure.  God does not endorse hierarchical organization, but He does endorse multiple assignments.  Everyone has an equally important role to play in the kingdom of priests.

Jethro confronts Moses.  “What are you doing?  This isn’t right.”  He tells Moses that God’s plan requires the delegation of authority, not the accumulation of power.  “You cannot do this le va dekha (by yourself).”  The root word badad (the b sounds like v) is used to describe isolation.  It’s applied to lepers who are to live apart from all others.  What a powerful image!  Jethro tells Moses that the top-dog syndrome is leadership leprosy.  Isolated, alone at the top of the pile, the leader clutches power in order to retain control while all the time his isolation fuels the fear that drives him toward more control.  He defeats himself.  The leprosy eats him alive.  

God has another way.  God’s leaders give away their power (deliberately) by delegating authority to others.  This must be intentional because the distribution of authority cannot happen by accident.  A godly leader knows that there is no safety and no victory in power.  God is the God of weakness.  So, in order to combat the natural, human propensity for hierarchy, and honor the God of weakness, a godly leader deliberately gives up authority – and the power that goes along with it.  Why?  Because a godly leader knows that all authority is a gift, not a reward.  God grants authority.  I do not earn it.  Therefore, when I pass God’s authority on to others, I lose nothing.  It wasn’t mine in the first place.  Distributing authority glorifies the Giver by serving the community in the distribution.   The act of distributing authority honors the God Who gives liberally and abundantly to all His children in order for them to be the kingdom of priests.

Of course, there are requirements for receiving this authority.  Jethro spells out some of them, but that’s another group of words.  Today, we see that powerless leadership is God’s way.  Is that your objective?  Are you deliberately creating a kingdom without hierarchy?  Or are you infected with leadership leprosy - alone, at the top?

Topical Index:  Leadership, Authority

February 28  “you shall select out of all the people able men who fear God, men of truth, those who hate dishonest gain; and you shall place these over them as leaders of thousands, of hundreds, of fifties and of tens.”  Exodus 18:21

Wise Guys (1)

Able – So, you’ve determined that you will stand against the culture of power and give away the authority God has granted you.  You’ve decided that the leadership leprosy that so infects the hallways of government, corporations and the church will not seduce you into isolation.  You know that God alone is King and all His people are equally priests in His kingdom.  But how do you decide who shall be given the authority vested in you?

Well, Jethro has a suggestion.  The first quality of those who are recipients of distributed authority is hayil (might).  Do you remember the umbrella of this word (Today’s Word  February 12)?  “Able men” are those who put all their resources in God’s hands; that means their valor, influence, wealth, virtue and strength.  But, that’s not all.  God tells us that those who are truly able men demonstrate that their ability is not by might, nor by power, but by God’s Spirit.  When you find people like this, invest authority in them.  Give them what you’ve got.  If you don’t, you’ll prevent God’s will from being accomplished in their lives.

This is hard work.  First, it’s hard to give up the glory and the power.  Our natural desire leans toward advantage and self-protection, but we must resist this.  Just as God said to Cain, “Sin crouches at the door, ready to attack, but you must master it.”  The first battle of distributed authority is internal.  You must get God’s point of view on the matter.  

Secondly, you are required to search out those who demonstrate complete reliability on the Spirit.  These people are not always easy to find.  Why?  Because they do not take the credit.  They are not self-proclaimers of ability and fame.  They are the behind-the-scenes servers of others.  By the way, that is exactly what it means to be diakonos (Greek for servant).  Jesus had a lot to say about these people.  They model His character.  The credit goes to God.  They are but unworthy servants.  So, you’ll have to really look to find these kinds of “able” people.

Finally, when you are ready to give and you have discovered who is ready to receive, you will undoubtedly meet considerable resistance.  “How can you suggest that person?  They aren’t qualified.  Just look at the resume!”  The world does not recognize servants, only celebrities.  Be careful.  This is a dangerous step.  Distributing authority to those whom the world counts for nothing will always bring conflict.  You, not they, will be held in suspicion.  If there is every a moment of obedience, this is it.  Remember, God grants.  All you do is distribute.

Moses, the most humble man who every lived, recognizes the godly advice of Jethro.  He submits to Jethro’s revelation – and let’s go of his authority.  If this doesn’t remind you of the words of John the Baptist, then you aren’t thinking in Hebrew.  “I must decrease so that He can increase.”  That’s the motto of God’s great leaders.  It should also be the watchword of those who receive authority through distribution.

Topical Index:  Leadership, Character

February 29  “you shall select out of all the people able men who fear God, men of truth, those who hate dishonest gain; and you shall place these over them as leaders of thousands, of hundreds, of fifties and of tens.”  Exodus 18:21
Wise Guys (2)  

Fear – What kind of men fear God?  The answer depends entirely on the way that we understand yare, the Hebrew verb for “to fear.”  Yare has five different senses.  It can mean the emotion of fear.  In that case, I would say that God scares me to death.  The very thought of Him makes me shudder.  Why?  Probably because I know that I deserve judgment.  Jethro didn’t tell Moses to find men like this.  Men like this aren’t able to lead anyone.  They can’t even manage their own lives.

Yare can also mean the contemplation of evil without emotions.  That’s the kind of man who can think about evil deeds, probably not his own, as an interesting problem to consider.  He’s not emotionally attached.  This is just a theological or social or civil problem.  A dispassionate judge is a man who considers evil with detachment.  Why?  So that he is not influenced in his verdict.  But detachment is not the mark of a community leader.
Then there’s the usual spiritual meaning of reverence and awe.  This probably isn’t the meaning of yare in the verse, “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.”  Proper recognition of God’s power, majesty and holiness is the kind of fear we all need.  It’s possible that Jethro had this in mind, but since this is supposed to be true of all of God’s followers, this characteristic wouldn’t set these men apart.  We will have to look deeper.

Yare can also mean formal religious worship.  When I come into the house of God, there is a certain quality of fear that I bring with me.  His house is a special place, reserved for honoring Him.  It’s not the local meeting hall or the Bingo parlor.  It’s a place of eternal encounter.  But Jethro isn’t talking about formal worship.  

There is one more meaning of yare, the meaning that fits this verse.  Yare is a word for righteous behavior.  That’s what Jethro has in mind.  Men who fear God are men whose lives are committed to righteousness.  They live by the divine code.  They are guided by the Law.  These are men worthy of authority.  We shouldn’t be surprised by Jethro’s qualification.  The Hebrew worldview places far more emphasis on right action than it does on right thinking.  In the Hebrew world, I want a leader who obeys God, not a leader who has all the correct beliefs but none of the obedience.  In fact, I am better off following a follower of the Lord than I am following the world’s greatest visionary who lacks godly character.  God’s wise guys are His obedient servants.

Most of us are followers.  That’s perfectly OK.  God puts us where we are of most use to Him.  Not everyone is, or can be, a leader.  But each of us can evaluate the character of the ones placed in authority.  We know what to look for.  We want to see yare at the core of the one granted responsibility.  Anything else is like playing Russian roulette with a fully loaded gun.  If you’re following a man without righteous behavior, you better be prepared to be shot. 
Topical Index:  Leadership

March 1  “you shall select out of all the people able men who fear God, men of truth, those who hate dishonest gain; and you shall place these over them as leaders of thousands, of hundreds, of fifties and of tens.”  Exodus 18:21
Wise Guys (3)

Truth – Did Jethro tell Moses to find men who wouldn’t lie?  Is that what he means when he says, “men of truth”?  If you read this passage with Greek glasses, that’s what you would think.  In our world, truth is the opposite of lie.  A man of truth is a man who speaks true statements.  But that isn’t the meaning of ‘emet, the Hebrew word for “truth”.  Hebrew is a language of physical imagery and action, not mental thoughts and propositions.  So, when Jethro uses ‘emet, he paints the picture of a father holding a helpless infant in his arms.  Men of truth are men who are constantly reliable in the exercise of their duty and compassion.  You can count on them.  They have proven themselves trustworthy.  You can put yourself under their care and know that they will do all they can to protect you.

Of course, men of truth don’t tell lies.  But that is not the focus of this word.  Not lying is merely a by-product of continuous reliability.  What is central to the idea of truth in Hebrew is trustworthiness.  God is always reliable.  He can be trusted to always be exactly what He says He will be.  That’s the living, personal character of truth.  Once again we see that in Hebrew it’s not just what I say, it’s what I do!

Jethro tells us that our leaders, the ones in authority, must be people who demonstrate exemplary commitment to faithfulness and reliability.  They must have personal consistency.  We know that we can put our lives in their hands because they do not vacillate or waver.  

Notice how this third characteristic of biblical leadership builds upon the first two.  Leaders place all of their resources in God’s hands, never looking for credit for themselves.  Leaders actively pursue their duty toward God, demonstrating righteous behavior.  And now we see that this leads directly to reliability and trustworthiness.  I can count on this kind of leader because I know that his resources are under God’s command and his behavior is in line with God’s law.  If you want to see the perfect combination of all these ancient characteristics, just look at Jesus – a man who said that He did nothing in His own power and who was entirely dedicated to fulfill the Father’s will.  No wonder He could say, “I am the truth.”  He is totally consistent and eternally reliable.  You can put your life in his arms and absolutely know that He will not fail you.

The Hebrew view of leadership is entirely bound up with character.  Character always trumps results.  Always!  Remember that when you start looking for the next one to follow.  Don’t be seduced by the accomplishments.  Look with God’s eyes – into the heart.  Do you see humility?  Do you find dedication to righteousness?  Do you discover reliability?  Would you put your infant child in this person’s arms and walk away, completely confident that no harm would ever come to that little baby?  

Topical Index:  Leadership 
March 2  “you shall select out of all the people able men who fear God, men of truth, those who hate dishonest gain; and you shall place these over them as leaders of thousands, of hundreds, of fifties and of tens.”  Exodus 18:21

Wise Guys (4)

Dishonest Gain – Watch out!  Don’t get ripped off!  The last thing we want in a leader is someone who uses position and power to rip us off.  That’s the picture behind this word.  It’s about taking advantage of authority to line your own pockets.  Anyone who would do this cannot be God’s chosen, and anyone who would follow such a person is a fool.

Once we see the other occurrences of the Hebrew word besa’, we recognize precisely why leaders who indulge in the temptation for dishonest gain are to be avoided at all costs.  Besa’ is also the word for covet and greed.  So, a leader who succumbs to the temptation to take advantage of position breaks several commandments:  not to steal, not to covet and dishonoring God.  The Bible tells us that God will severely judge leaders who lust for personal profit.  They will be destroyed.  If we choose to follow men or women like this, we too will reap disaster.  Sin has communal consequences.

Besa’ links the temptation for personal gain at the expense of others with opposing the character of God.  God never takes advantage of His position and power.  Compassion and mercy are essential attributes of His character.  Since all those who receive authority under His banner are to reflect His character, compassion and mercy must flow from the heart of a leader.  Leadership is the privilege of representing God’s moral government.  When Jesus said, “If you have seen Me, you have seen the Father,” He provided the critical measurement of leadership.  In God’s moral government of the universe, the people must be able to say, “When we see our leader, we see the Father.”

How tragic that the world no longer expects leaders to run from the temptation for dishonest gain!  We live under the authority of those who routinely use their position for personal advantage (Listen to the candidates.  This is not a party-politics issue.  It is an issue of sinful desire; an insult to God).   God will surely judge them for such total disregard of their privileged status.  But that is only part of the tragedy.  The rest of the story is the disastrous consequences for those who follow such covetous, dishonest and idolatrous men and women.  If we march to their tune, we will also meet God’s judgment.  And it won’t be pretty.  

Israel followed kings who lined their own pockets.  The kings were destroyed, but the entire nation went into captivity.  Judgment fell on all the people, even the ones who were ripped off.  There is a kind of reciprocity between the leaders and the led.  God’s law covers the entire community, and the sin of one affects the many.  You might want to carefully consider this universal principle of leadership before you endorse the next candidate.
Topical Index:  Leadership

March 3  “you shall select out of all the people able men who fear God, men of truth, those who hate dishonest gain; and you shall place these over them as leaders of thousands, of hundreds, of fifties and of tens.”  Exodus 18:21

Wise Guys (5)

Leaders – “He’s a prince among men.”  That’s the use of the Hebrew word sar.  It’s about princes, leaders, chiefs – those who are granted authority over others.  We notice immediately that these are not the top of the food chain.  A prince is not a king.  They still serve someone.  No matter where they are practicing godly leadership, they are not the head.  There is only One Head of the body, and it isn’t you or me.

It’s popular today to say that the Christian model of leadership is the upside-down pyramid.  The leader is at the bottom, supporting all those in the organization through service.  This is a useful picture because it unhooks the world’s blueprint of the corporate hierarchy.  God’s model is based on function, not title.  That’s why it’s so important to recognize that the functions of elder, deacon, bishop and pastor never invest anyone with a title or a position.  These words describe the role someone plays, and in God’s view of leadership, that role is usually displayed in humility and service.  God’s princes wear sackcloth on behalf of the people.  As soon as we begin to think in terms of position, title or hierarchy, we are stepping out of God’s model.  The people of Israel clamored for a king in order to be like other nations.  That was a direct attack on the biblical view of leadership under the One and only King.  God granted them their wish, but at tremendous cost.  Whenever God’s children seek to invest authority in titles and status, they spit on the true King, the One Who comes as servant to all.

So, while it’s true that the Christian “hierarchy” doesn’t model the world’s view of leadership, it really isn’t an upside-down pyramid either.  The biblical view of distributed authority is flat as a board.  No one stands above any other.  No one is more important than another.  Everyone serves each other.  And the only vertical line is the line from every believer to Yeshua, who served every one from beneath.  God chooses who will play each role, not us.  His choice is sovereign.  We don’t get a vote and we don’t get an objection.  There is no hierarchy of human importance in the kingdom of heaven.  That’s why I am waiting for the day when we celebrate the transformation of Christ in the ones who clean floors and pick up garbage rather than the ones who have written books and stand before the cameras.  I wonder if we have forgotten Jesus’ comments on “the greatest among you.”  

Jethro understood.  When we choose those we voluntarily follow, they must exhibit characteristics that portray God among us.  They are God’s wise guys, aligned with His character, in their service to others.  Are they more important than the cooks, the janitors, the nursemaids or the foot soldiers?  Not in the least!  There are no differences in value or status in the Kingdom.  They simply have a different job to do in the service of all.

Topical Index:  Leadership
March 4  “Oh, that there were a heart like this in them, to fear Me, and to keep all My commandments all the days, that it might be well with them, and with their sons forever.” Deuteronomy 5:29
The Heart of God

Oh – God feels!  Yes, I know that the Greek philosophers and theologians among us will tell you that God is beyond emotions.  But that’s not the kind of God you’ll find in the Bible.  God agonizes over His creation.  He is elated in obedience.  He desperately wants to gather His children into His arms of protection and blessing.  Did you know that you can break God’s heart?  Did you know that you can cause Him pain and longing agony?  God desires your good.  He wants shalom to be continually present in your life.  

One of the great tragedies of living in a Greek-based culture is the denial of the righteous place of emotions.  God purposely made you with emotional capacity.  He does not want you to stuff your feelings away in a dark closet or deny that they have a place in His service or strive to rid yourself of your upsetting emotions.  God feels too!

Emotions are powerful and crucial elements of life.  They can take us from depths of despair to heights of jubilation.  They can bring us to tears or propel us to shouts of joy.  Only the Greek view of a balanced, unaffected life seeks to cast aside all those things that disturb the tranquil mind.  But, in case you haven’t noticed, life refuses to accommodate that kind of balance.  There is always something that is out of whack.  There is always some feeling that interferes with the perfectly controlled life.  God made it that way.  God is the God of life as it is, right here and now, filled with feelings.  Emotional energy is vital to spiritual growth.  The goal is not to throw out my feelings but rather to bring them into harmony with God’s feelings.  And God says, “Miy-yitten!”  “Oh, if only they would listen.”

What is the pathway for bringing my feelings into harmony with God’s feelings?  How can my anger, joy, frustration, jubilation, hatred and love be aligned with Him.  Well, that’s the purpose of the commandments.  They are more than rules for right living.  They are emotional-directional arrows.  When I meditate on the commandments and realize that God designed them with my best interest in mind so that I might enjoy the full range of living, I see that following them brings me into harmony with Him.  Following them lets me feel like He does.  God does not stand over you as the stern tyrant of creation, watching your every move in order to catch you disobeying.  Quite the opposite.  God agonizes over you, doing everything that He can to bring you into fullness of life and rich fellowship with Him.  All of this is bound up in one tiny word, miy-yitten; a word we translate with the emotional expression, “Oh.”

God cries over you and me.  “Oh, if only you would turn your hearts completely to Me.”  How He longs to care for us!  How He wishes that we would trust Him!  Do you feel it?

Topical Index:  Emotions

March 5 “Oh, that there were a heart like this in them, to fear Me, and to keep all My commandments all the days, that it might be well with them, and with their sons forever.” Deuteronomy 5:29
The End In Mind

Be Well – “All things work together for good.”  Paul said that.  He believed it.  Do we?  

I’m pretty sure that we sometimes doubt Paul’s statement (we’ll have to take a closer look at exactly what he says).  But Paul is only echoing what God said in Deuteronomy.  God desires our best.  He is determined to bring about the best for us in and through His good purposes.  God always starts what He finishes (better read that again).  God’s purposes are always based in the eschatological perspective.  In other words, unlike us, He actually knows where He’s going before He begins.  Therefore, He only starts those things which will ultimately bring about the end He desires.

Let’s apply this to our lives.  From the Hebrew perspective (and Paul was a Hebrew), no man knows the end from the beginning.  You and I are not intelligent enough, righteous enough or powerful enough to know how life will turn out.  With but a moment’s reflection, you can see just how true this is.  My guess is that twenty years ago you could never have imagined all the twists and turns your life has taken.  The simple fact is that you are not God, so, of course you don’t have a clue.  Nevertheless (and this is a big one), all of us imagine we are in charge.  Therefore, we act according to our view of life.  That’s really the essence of sin – pretending that we know better than God what’s good for us, and acting accordingly.  God’s heart agonizes over such shortsighted arrogance.  Why?  Because our eschatological blinders prevent the real good from manifesting itself in our lives.  

The reason God gives us specific directions about how to live (the commandments) is not because God wants to put His divine thumb on us and force us to do His will.  He gives us directions so that yatav may manifest itself in us.  Yatav is that great Hebrew word that means “to be good, to be well, to be pleasing.”  God wants you to have a full, glorious, satisfying, wholesome life.  Like any parent, He wants His children to have joy and peace and prosperity.  So, He is more than willing to tell us how to live in a world that is filled with danger and difficulty.  God always starts what He finishes.  He invites you to the finish line with Him, and then He tells you where the race starts.

Sin is simply not trusting that God has your best interest in mind.  Sin is simply doing it your way.  And, of course, sin has its own built-in consequences.  When you sin, you can’t finish because you didn’t start in the right place.

Sometime today the world will present you with the opportunity to take charge of your life.  It will whisper to you, “You need to take care of yourself here.”  It probably won’t come in the form of an outright moral conflict.  It will be the subtle suggestion that you know what you’re doing.  That’s the moment when you need to recall God’s commandments.  You don’t know what you’re doing!  You can’t see the finish line.  Listen to the One Who does.  Start what He finishes.

Topical Index: Commandments, Finish

March 6  But we know that all things work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to His purpose  Romans 8:28

The End in Mind (New Testament Version)

For Good – Paul writes Greek, but he thinks Hebrew.  Here he has yatav in mind.  God wants yatav to manifest itself in His children.  There is no higher purpose for life on earth*.  In Greek, Paul calls this eis agathon.  But there’s a catch.  What we think of yatav or eis agathon is not always what God has in mind.  

Remember the Hebrew perspective?  I don’t know the end of the story.  I’m not smart enough, clever enough or powerful enough to see where the road goes.  What I think is yatav (well-being) or agathon (good) is sometimes not what’s good for me at all.  God is the only One Who knows, and God always starts what He finishes.  So, the twists and turns of my life right now might not appear as though they are taking me toward yatav or agathon, but who am I to tell?  When Jesus hung on the cross, it certainly didn’t appear that He was on the road to yatav.  The crowd jeered at Him.  “If you are the Son of God, save yourself!”  They couldn’t imagine that crucifixion was the road to agathon – but it was.  God knew.  Jesus trusted.  End of story.

Paul uses an important preposition here that is disguised in English.  It’s the preposition eis.  We translate it as “for” but it usually means “into or toward.”  You see, most Greek prepositions are descriptions of movement.  Eis is movement from one place to another.  It is movement into a place or toward a place or thing.  Its opposite is ek, to go out from.  Now read this again, but this time read it as “all things work together into or toward good.”  Paul is giving us a Greek view of yatav.  God causes everything in our lives to move in the direction of good; to go from less than good into good.  That doesn’t mean that every stop along the way is good.  It just means that everything is arranged to lead us into good.  Every heartache, every trial, every disaster, every joy, every disappointment, every victory, and yes, every sin is reconfigured to lead us into good.  We are going somewhere.  We don’t see the pathway that will take us there, but He does.  If we want to get to the finish, then we will have to trust Him with the roadway engineering.

Where are we going?  Well, that’s agathon.  This word also has a range of meanings, but when it is applied to people, it means what is virtuous, upright, of noble character and quality.  In other words, God is taking us on the road to holiness.  Yatav hasn’t changed just because Jesus came into the world.  God’s finish line is still the same.  The goal is holiness – to be like Him.  Just remember that on the way toward holiness, the road goes through a war zone.  The good we pursue, the good that God engineers, is not found in the R&R time-out during the war.  And sometimes the way to holiness means hanging on a cross.

The same God.  The same goal.  No real difference between part one of the Bible and part two.  “Be holy, for I am holy,” never varies.  And God is making sure that we get there.

Topical Index:  Finish

*Sorry, but the purpose of life on earth is not to evangelize the world.  Evangelism is the natural by-product of yatav manifested in your life.  Without yatav, evangelism is shallow and pointless.  With yatav, evangelism happens automatically because you are what the world desperately wants.

March 7 But we know that all things work together for the good to those who love God, to those who are called according to His purpose  Romans 8:28

“It Is Accomplished”

The Good – I love this verse.  It gives hope and direction in a world that often seems chaotic and destructive.  It is a resounding call to remember Who is sovereign.  It is an opportunity for me to trust that He knows what He is doing.

But, there are a lot of problems with this verse, some with terrible consequences.  Leon Morris does an excellent job of clarifying the issue in his commentary on Romans.  Basically, the question is the discrepancy between observable reality and the good that God will bring to pass.  In the ancient world there were plenty of sayings about everything working out for the best.  We still have those myths today.  They are still wrong.  Everything doesn’t work out for the best.  Bad things happen.  Paul is not talking about life in general.  He is talking about life for those who are called by God.  All the rest of humanity suffers under the power of the prince of this world.  If we start thinking that everything will work out no matter what our relationship to the Father is, we are fools!  Those who do not live according to His purposes are subject to the worst of delusions.  Things in their lives are not going to work out at all, even if they seem to be rewarding now.  The biblical perspective is always about the final result, not the intermediate appearance.

So, God engineers the lives of those who love Him and are called by Him in ways that accomplish His good purposes.  These are not the ones who have heard the message.  These are the ones who have committed themselves to obeying the message.  God promises that He is engineering their lives in ways that will result in the final good.  God is the active agent here, not us.  He is bringing all this to pass.  That means that He is taking all of the substance of our lives and managing it all so that His purposes will be accomplished.  If you want to see what that looks like, look at Jesus.

“It is accomplished,” are the last words Jesus spoke from the cross.  Jesus reached the final result of the good in His earthly life by dying as the innocent sacrifice for the guilty.  Everyone who watched it happen thought it was a mistake, a tragedy, a waste.  They went away shattered, frightened and hopeless.  But God was engineering something marvelous.  He was turning the world’s worst travesty of justice into the world’s greatest victory over evil.  That’s the perspective we need.  Life with God does not promise to be easy.  In fact, it will more than likely be filled with trouble because in God’s engineering the innocent accept the debt of the guilty, the persecuted pray for the persecutors, the righteous do good for their enemies and the holy sacrifice themselves for the unholy.  Displaying the character of the Father hurts – but, God is good and He engineers our lives so that we find joy and peace and love along the road.  The answer to every twist and turn is still the same:  Lord, You are holy.  That’s why we need to add the article to the word agathon.  It is the good, the final good, that lies ahead.  Nothing else will do.

Topical Index:  Finish

March 8  and you shall write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates  Deuteronomy 6:9

Houses of God

Doorposts – Come with me to Haiti and you will see something puzzling on some houses.  Painted on the mud walls are strange symbols and designs (You can see a photo in my Haiti collection here).  These are not mural artist’s decorations.  They are signs to ward off evil spirits.  They are markings that indicate which god the owner of the house serves.  The same thing happened centuries ago in Egypt.  In order to have the protection of a god, the householder marked his residence with the god’s sign.  So, when Israel became a nation wholly devoted to the Lord, He instructed them to do something they would find very familiar.  Mark your house with the name of the Lord.  All who reside in the house belong to Him.  The Hebrew word mezuzah became so important to the children of Israel that to this day an orthodox family marks the house with God’s sign.  In order to understand the full impact of this symbolic depiction, all you have to do is read this ancient inscription concerning evil spirits: “No door can shut them out, no bolt can turn them back, through the door like a snake they slide, through the hinge like a wind they blow.”  God has just defeated all the false gods and spirits of Egypt.  Now He tells Israel to put His mark of protection and ownership over their homes.  They knew exactly what that meant!

Of course, there is more than protection involved in the mezuzah.  One rabbi said this when the Romans came to arrest him: “In the case of the Holy One, his servants dwell within, while He stands guard over them from without.”  The mezuzah is a symbol of protection and ownership.
We have something to learn from this ancient commandment.  Did you notice that it is a commandment?  For God’s children, designating ownership is not optional.  Of course, we no longer live in cultures where we ward off evil spirits with human markings (unless, of course, you venture into many foreign countries like Haiti and China).  We think we are beyond all that tribal religion.  We’re more sophisticated.  I wonder if God views us in the same way.  It seems to me that the issue of ownership is at the very core of our “sophisticated” worldview.  It seems to me that a visible reminder of God’s sovereignty over me and all that I have becomes more and more important in a world that asserts I have a right to do as I please with my possessions.  A worldview built on entitlement is on the verge of serious collapse.  What did Paul say?  “They did not honor Him as God, or give thanks.”  Perhaps we need the mezuzah to remind us that all that we have is a gift from above.  Perhaps we would see a change in attitude if we acknowledged the truth on the doorpost every time we went in and out of the house.

The mezuzah provides one other important piece of information.  It tells the visitor where I stand.  It is an observable mark of my relationship to God.  That matters.  In a world where religious conviction is pushed into the recesses of private, inner experience, perhaps we need to make an observable statement to the community.  Do you think your attitude and expectations would be different if you visited a home with a mezuzah at the door?  Wouldn’t you know instantly that this home honors the Torah, that these people serve the living God and that they aren’t afraid to demonstrate their obedience?  When someone visits your home today, how do they know which god you serve?

Topical Index:  Commandments, Doorposts

March 9  And they said, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you shall be saved, you and your household.”  Acts 16:31

Rescuing One
Household – In an age which emphasizes personal salvation and individual belief, we have a hard time understanding Paul’s statement.  We re-read this to mean that each one of the people in the jailer’s house had to come to a personal saving faith in Jesus Christ.  We are so conditioned by the Greek mindset of the individual that we forget that Paul is a Hebrew, and that the Hebrew point of view is about community.  It would be perfectly natural for Paul, as a Hebrew, to speak to the jailer and the “house of you” (oikos sou) as a single community.  Salvation – yasha (rescue) – visited them all at once.  What the head of the household accepts alters the identity of the entire household.  

Before you throw up your hands and groan, remember how long we have been taught to think as separate individuals.  Did you know that the current stress on personal relationship with Christ came into existence with D. L. Moody and Billy Graham?  Yes, we find personal relationship language throughout the Scriptures, but it is almost always set in the context of community.  I am not an island in the Hebrew world.  My sins affect everyone in the community.  My faith affects everyone in the community.  We function together, intimately woven into a fabric of God’s own making.  I do not exist apart from you, able to carry on my own agendas without interaction and intervention.  The house of God is a single entity, not a collection of multiple individuals.  So, Paul simply speaks as a Hebrew, telling the jailer that his actions affect all under his authority.  We would do well to give some serious consideration to this point of view.

If there is anything that the church needs today, it is the living reality of community.  Our lives are full of fragmented existence; a piece for work, a piece for family, another piece for our friends, our church and our social commitments.  By the time we try to balance it all, we’re overwhelmed and exhausted.  This is the direct result of living as independent individuals.  But it doesn’t work.  The truth is that we are fighting the design of the universe in our attempts to remove dependencies.  Everything in creation depends on everything else – and we are no different.  Until dependence reigns supreme in the church, it will never be a living community of the Spirit.  It will only be a conglomeration of individuals.  It’s time to think in terms of the household.  What happens to one happens to all.  That’s the Hebrew way.

My guess is that underneath all the separateness of our lives, we actually long for true community.  We know that independence doesn’t work, but the systems of this world all seem to push us toward this destructive end.  We want to belong, to be known, to be loved, but everywhere we go we find more separateness.  How can the true church, the ekklesia, have anything to offer a fragmented world if it continues on its path toward individualism?  That’s just what the world preaches (and much more effectively).  How can I really know and love hundreds or thousands of people in a Sunday service?  It’s self-defeating.  God is the God of the household.  Until we understand what that really means, we will be nothing more than islands in the stream.
Topical Index:  Community

March 10  “Be on guard for yourselves and for all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God which He purchased with His own blood.”  Acts 20:28

Navigation Advice
Be On Guard – Autopilot.  When you hear that word, what do you think?  Do you see the captain eating a meal in first class on a flight from New York to London?  Do you see the executive officer reading a book while the ship cruises along?  Or maybe the image is a little closer to home like setting the cruise control on your car and then taking a nap.  You couldn’t imagine any of these things.  “Autopilot” doesn’t replace vigilance.  It only assists in the routine tasks.  

When Paul uses the Greek word prosecho, he has a nautical term in mind, but he never intends us to think of “autopilot.”  The verb means to hold a ship on a particular course.  Applied to our lives, it means to steer in the same direction with constant attention to course correction.  Paul reminds his brothers and sisters in the faith that before anything else, they must carefully watch where they are going.  This implies that it is fairly easy to get off course.  All you have to do is let go of the wheel for a few minutes and the natural forces will take over.

Our relationship with God does not have an “autopilot” button.  We steer a course every moment.  That doesn’t mean we are burdened with a mountain of rules and regulations.  Everyone knows that driving in a straight line takes the least amount of effort.  But let go of the wheel for more than a few seconds and you will be required to exert considerable force to get back on track.  Prosecho is easily accomplished when you pay attention to the direction.  That’s why the commandments are directional signals, not roadside barricades.  That’s why the Spirit employs chastisement rather than vengeance.  That’s why Jesus offers to bear the yoke with us, not push us out on our own.  

One of the slipperiest slopes in Christian living is the manna slide.  You know, the lesson that there is only enough grace for today.  More often than not we seem to think that we can save up a little grace for tomorrow.  We turn on cruise control and think that somehow we can manage a few days without constant attention to course correction.  We get busy.  We get tired.  We get discouraged.  We flee to the numbing agents of life, rather than take a tighter grip on the wheel.  And pretty soon, we’re heading for the ditch.  God is good.  He allows both gentle and vigorous corrections.  He even gives us a push sometimes.  His plan is always “steady as she goes.”  When you think about it, it’s amazing that we even let ourselves activate the autopilot.  We certainly know better.  I don’t think it’s just laziness.  I think it’s the result of sin attention deficit.  It’s awfully tempting to just take a little time out, to turn away from the struggles and cruise.  It doesn’t ever seem to work out very well, but apparently that doesn’t really stop us.  Once again we are reminded that the work of the Spirit is very rarely an intellectual exercise.

If you don’t feel His hand on your shoulder or His guidance at the wheel, then you better check the compass.

Topical Index:  Direction
March 11  Then you shall eat and you shall be satisfied.   Deuteronomy 6:11
The World’s Desire

Satisfied – 840 million people will not experience sava’ today.  They woke up hungry.  They will go to sleep hungry.  You’re not one of them.  You probably don’t even know a single one of these.  840 million people will not experience sava’ tomorrow either.  

Most of us have no idea what it is like not to have enough to eat – for days on end.  The world’s humanitarian concerns keep reminding us about our affluence.  It’s easy to forget that millions of people are just surviving, and dying the slow death of starvation.  We give when we see the faces of these pitiful ones.  Actually, there’s plenty of food in the world to feed everyone.  The problem is not quantity.  It’s priorities.  But you don’t have to be reminded about that.

When the Scripture uses the Hebrew word sava’, it is most often connected with food.  God says something very, very important to the freed slave population of Israel.  They are going to a land where they will eat and be full.  For Israel, and for millions more, this will be a dream come true.  The Bible never diminishes the importance of physical satisfaction.  In fact, God designed us to be quite aware of our physical needs, and to desire them to be met.  We are supposed to eat when we are hungry, drink when we are thirsty, sleep when we are tired.  And we are supposed to remember that God is the One Who provides the means for satisfying all of these essential needs.  It’s not the quantity that matters.  It’s the priority.

What good would it do to serve a God Who couldn’t provide the most basic things in life?  About as much good as it does to say we serve God, but promptly forget all about Him when we are full.  The whole point of this verse is not simply to tell Israel that God is able to meet its need.  It is to remind Israel to remember Who met the need after they have experienced sava’.  
That’s the other big problem.  The first problem is having enough.  The second problem is forgetting after we have enough.  The Bible uses the word sava’ on both occasions.  It is quite possible to become sated and forget.  Actually, we do it all the time.

It’s always interesting (even if it’s not theologically justified) to reflect on the fact that the Greek word for truth is literally “not forget” (a and letho).  The truth is that I often forget.  God is good to me.  I accept His goodness.  I am sated.  And then I forget.  I forget that I am not one of the 840 million.  I forget that I am not ravaged by war.  I forget that I live among the world’s wealthiest.  I forget that I don’t have to carry identity papers and that armed men don’t show up at my door in the middle of the night and that I have a mattress to sleep on.  Instead, I go on to the next unsatisfied need, wondering when God is going to take care of that too.  There is hardly a more spoiled child in His kingdom.  My gratitude lasts about as long as manna on a hot day.  

“Father, I’m sorry.  I’m sorry that I forget so easily, that I let my next need crowd out your last provision.  I’m sorry that I am petulant, arrogant and ungrateful.  But most of all, I’m sorry that I didn’t wake up this morning immediately aware of Your grace.  Forgive me.  Let’s start again.”

Topical Index:  Satisfied
March 12  The steadfast of mind You will keep in perfect peace, because he trusts in You.  Isaiah 26:3

The Hebrew Way

Steadfast of Mind – So, what do we do now?  We’ve looked at the ten words (the Commandments) in detail.  We see the scope of their demands, but we know that God intended them to give us direction for a fuller, richer life.  We know that God is a God of compassion, that He does not want us to fail miserably and that He tells us that these direction signs are not too difficult for us in spite of our infirmities. God is for us, intimately interested in our alignment with Him. All that seems great.  And it is.

But then we discover the terrible reality of life.  “The good that I wish to do, I do not do, but rather I do the very thing that I do not wish to do.”  There is a war going on inside of me – and a lot of time the enemy in me seems to win the battle.  Paul, the great Hebrew rabbi, knew only too well the agony of this situation.  It seems that every one of us struggles with at least one of the Commandments in a deep, personal way.  There has to be an answer.  There has to be hope.

Isaiah, the great prophet, offers this verse.  We desperately want perfect peace (shalom shalom).  But if we read this verse from a Greek perspective, we will miss its power.  You see, the Hebrew text doesn’t use the word “mind” at all.  The way to perfect peace is not a cognitive process.  I can’t achieve harmony and tranquility with God by mental effort.  The Hebrew word here is yetser.  Don’t read it as the Greek nous!  It’s not a word about your mental capacity.  It’s a word about pottery!

Pottery?  Yes, that’s right.  This word is the word used to describe that wonderful metaphor of God as the potter and Man as the clay (Isaiah 29).  It describes the skill of the Potter Who forms us, and all of creation, according to His desires and purposes.  In other words, the form (pot) that God designed, when controlled by the Designer, allows the Designer to bring about perfect peace.  When the pot is put to the use that it was designed to perform, then its real meaning is fulfilled.  That is the experience of perfect peace.

How does this happen to a lump of clay like you and me?  That takes us to the second word, samach.  This verb means “to lay upon, to place on a person or thing,” like putting a load of wood on the back of a mule.  When the pot rests entirely on God, then God uses it for exactly what it was meant to do – and that results in peace.

This is a little complex, but so important.  It is not a thinking process.  I don’t think my way into resting on God.  I have to make choices, utilize emotions and exercise my body along with my mind in order to rest on Him.  The firewood doesn’t get on the back of the mule by simply thinking about it.  I have to engage my whole person, so that I deliberately put myself onto the Potter’s wheel.  I have to let Him take charge of all of me.  And when I do, God promises to use me for exactly what I was made to do.  Then I will experience shalom shalom.
This is so simple – and so difficult.  The world tells us that we must find our own destiny, discover our own best use.  But that is not the Hebrew way.  God has a different point of view.

Topical Index:  Mind

March 13  “Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy laden, and I will give you rest.”  Matthew 11:29  

Rest From The Rabbi

Will Give Rest – Jesus gives rest like no other.  Why?  Because He knows exactly how you were designed and what purpose you are to serve.  No one, not even you, knows more precisely what you need to be satisfied.  But wait!  This kind of rest isn’t swinging in a hammock.  It’s not the cessation of activity.  It is work that refreshes.  You see, God’s plan has always been that Man should work in ways that refresh.  That’s the kind of rest Jesus offers.

Let’s take a closer look.  

Jesus elaborates the Father’s perfect plan for Man.  In that plan, the Potter designed each of us for a particular use.  We fulfill our essential purpose only when we are used as we were designed.  Yes, you can carry water in a hat, but a hat was designed for something else.  Here’s a test of your personal design.  Are you refreshed in your work?  Are you perfectly comfortable with your service and purpose, discovering that it energizes you?  Or are you exhausted from trying to carry water in a hat?

The Greek here actually helps us see the nuance.  Anapauso comes from ana (again) and pauo (to rest, cease).  It means “Relax!”  That’s not the same as “Stop!”  The idea is to find that place of comfortable purpose where activity satisfies.  When Jesus offers us rest, He does not mean that we quit doing things.  He means that He, and only He, can arrange the universe so that we become who we are.  We rest because we are doing exactly what we were meant to do. It is the second wind in our effort, when we are suddenly in the groove and things just come easily.
There is a first rest.  God made all that there is – and rested.  He ceased His creative activities in that phase of existence.  The Sabbath honors God’s first rest because the Sabbath honors God’s sovereign creative power.  But there is a second rest – a rest that comes from fulfilling the purpose of creation.  God rested when He completed all that was necessary for His purposes to be fulfilled.  Now Jesus offers us the second rest, the state of being where our activity fulfills God’s purposes, glorifying Him and satisfying us.

Maybe that’s why the author of Hebrews tells us to work in order to enter into that rest.  Maybe that’s why Jesus tells us to come (an action) to Him in order to find that rest.  We are weary of the road.  We have tried so long to find the real reason for our lives – and we have failed.  We are not capable of discovering that reason without the hand of the Potter shaping us for His use.  We are heavy laden.  We carry a load of mistakes, guilt, shattered dreams, disappointments and obligations.  Most of them are the direct or indirect result of not being used for the Potter’s purposes.  We have tried again and again to carry water in hats, but the cistern is not full.  We know exactly how much emptiness remains in our lives, and we know that unless we find the use that we are meant to fulfill, the emptiness will never leave us.

“Come to Me.”  Jesus promises to give us exactly the usefulness that we are missing – the rest of our lives.

Topical Index:  Rest

March 14  “Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and YOU SHALL FIND REST FOR YOUR SOULS”  Matthew 11:29

Rest Under Restraint

Yoke – How can we enter into the second rest that Jesus promises?  Well, not by sitting under a tree!  Jesus says that rest comes when we are bound to Him.  Just think about that picture for a minute.  Most of us would never consider being yoked to someone else as a means of finding rest.  The picture looks more like pulling in tandem.  That’s the picture of the Greek word, zugos – something that binds together.  It still sounds like work, doesn’t it?  Of course, now we know that Jesus’ point of view is Hebraic.  Rest is not ceasing from activity.  It is relaxing under restraint.  Being bound to Jesus means that He does exactly what His name implies.  He rescues us in the middle of our burdens.  That’s the Hebraic view of yasha, remember?  Rescue comes to me where I am.  It’s not an escape valve.  It’s not an “Easy Button.”  It’s sharing the load.

There are two great worldviews when it comes to responsibilities and obligations.  The first is the world of the individual.  I am responsible for my own destiny.  I carry the load.  I shoulder my own consequences.  I make choices based on what’s good for me.  This view dominates the world system.  In one form or another, it has been around since the day after Adam and Eve left the garden.  

The second great worldview is God’s perspective.  This worldview is shared responsibility and shared obligation.  I am who I am because I belong to a community.  That community may be called the family of God, the elect, the house of Israel, the church or the bride of Christ.  The names are interchangeable, but the concept remains the same.  I am intimately and inextricably linked to all my brothers and sisters in the family.  I do not stand alone.  What happens to me, happens to you and vise versa.  Community comes before individuality.  I become who I am in relationship with others.

Jesus invites me to join Him in this community of the rescued.  The yoke that I take is bound to Him – and bound to every other sibling in the kingdom of heaven.  The rest that I discover is shared life, not isolated individualism.  My second wind comes when I am bound to others.  So, here’s a hint.  Whenever I am inclined to pursue those activities that separate me from community, I am moving away from rest.  I will never find my deepest sense of purpose and my greatest enjoyment in work in isolation because I was designed to be in relationship with God and with others.  When I take the yoke that Jesus offers, He puts me into community with all other burden bearers who belong to Him.  That’s when I am able to discover what I was made to do because my doing it will be of benefit to all those other people who lift me up.

There is no rest without restraint.  Rest is not achieving the dream of independence.  It is exactly the opposite: dependent on Jesus and connected to family.
Topical Index: Rest

March 15  “Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and YOU SHALL FIND REST FOR YOUR SOULS”  Matthew 11:29
Prepositional Power

From – Don’t read this too quickly!  You might see the King James Version instead.  That version says “learn of me.”  The implication is that the more we know about Jesus, the more we will find rest.  But that’s not what the Greek text says.  The preposition is apo.   In Greek, this preposition usually means movement from the edge of something as opposed to movement within something.  So, if I went from Jerusalem to Samaria, I would use apo, but if I went from inside the house to outside the house, I would use ek.  Now, let’s apply this and see what Jesus really means.

To learn from Jesus is simply to see what Jesus does and copy it.  It is to observe the movement of Jesus (His actions and words), not to examine His inner motivation or intention.  That makes perfect sense.  I really can’t see someone’s intentions or motivations, can I?  But I can certainly see how someone behaves.  So Jesus says, “Watch Me, and do as I do.”  In other words, I don’t have to have Jesus’ theological expertise or mental acumen.  All I have to do is copy the Master.  

Isn’t that easier?  Imagine how difficult it would be if the only way that I could enter into rest was to have all the same mental, emotional and intentional capacity of Jesus.  It would be hopeless.  I can never be exactly like Him.  But, if entering into rest simply means copying what He does, then I have a chance.  I can do what Jesus does because He is human, just like me.  I can minister to the sick, pray to God, worship on the Sabbath, spend time mentoring and consoling, ask the Father for guidance, listen to instruction and carry out commands.  I can do all these things, especially since Jesus promises to be yoked to me and help pull the load.  He is my living model for behavior that will produce rest.  

Of course, that means when I act in ways that are not consistent with His role model actions, I won’t find rest.  Do you believe that?  Do you really believe that insofar as you do things that do not model Jesus’ actions, you are bound to dissatisfaction and stress?  If you really believe that the only way to find refreshing work is to model Jesus, then seeing His actions clearly is the most important thing you can do.  You have to cut through the familiar and see how Jesus really behaved.  You have to understand how He responded to a wide variety of situations, just like the circumstances that you face.  You have to know what He did when faced with accusation, betrayal, rejection, demands, loss, fear and temptation as well as victory, validation, joy, comfort and friendship.  If you don’t know what Jesus did, you can’t know the rest He offers.

Most of us think we can find our own way to the Promised Land.  But we end up slaves in Egypt.  If you want what Jesus offers, you will have to follow by doing what He does.

Topical Index:  Rest

March 16  “Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and YOU SHALL FIND REST FOR YOUR SOULS”  Matthew 11:29

Discipleship Not Required

Learn – This Greek verb manthano is not the same as the word used in the Great Commission passage.  The verb in Matthew 29:18 is matheteuo (see February 16).  The Great Commission is about discipling others.  That means mentoring them in a way that attaches them to the rabbi.  That means creating an apprentice relationship.  But that is not what Jesus says here.  Right here Jesus doesn’t ask for discipleship.  He asks for observation that results in moral responsibility and action.  Do you see the difference?

To make someone my disciple is to choose someone to follow me.  The teacher is the active agent, not the pupil.  That’s why the Great Commission is not focused on the results but rather, on the method.  But in this verse, Jesus changes the focus.  Here the emphasis on is the student, not the teacher.  It is the student’s responsibility to carefully observe and copy the teacher.  No intimate apprenticeship is required.  No “teacher choice” is necessary.  All that matters is that the student understand fully the obligation, the responsibility and the action.  Manthano is a verb that says, “Just do exactly what I do.”

Why does Jesus use a verb that doesn’t seem to require discipleship?  The answer is buried in the structure of the universe.  It’s profound – and simple (most profound things really are simple).  If I do exactly what Jesus does, I will soon discover that my actions reshape my attitudes and emotions – and I will become His follower because I will discover the refreshment I long to have.  I will experience something God built into creation – rest!  When I do what Jesus does, I discover my real purpose.  I am satisfied at last.  I am in-tune with the symphony of creation, in harmony with God’s design within me.  My life becomes a stanza in the poetry of the universe.  I can never go back.  I make myself a disciple.

It’s such a subtle approach.  Jesus is so brilliant.  Don’t worry about getting all the facts right or having deep insights.  Don’t fret over theological puzzles or moral dilemmas.  Don’t be discouraged that you won’t be chosen as an apprentice.  Just copy Him.  Just examine ever so carefully how He acts, and then do it too.  And things will change.  The more you do what Jesus does, the more you will enter into the eternal flow of the Father’s purposes.  And things will change.  Life will be much less burdensome – much more joyful.  You will find the second wind.

Discipling might be up to the teacher, but learning (examining carefully in order to copy) is up to the student.  Either way produces the same result.  Pretty clever. 

Topical Index:  Rest

March 17  “Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and YOU SHALL FIND REST FOR YOUR SOULS”  Matthew 11:29

Jesus and Jeremiah

Find Rest – What did the listeners hear when Jesus quoted this passage from Jeremiah (see Jeremiah 6:16)?  They knew it, of course, since they were schooled in the Scripture.  All Jesus had to do was quote one part of the verse and the audience could fill in the rest.  It’s the rest that matters, the part that we don’t see in this text from Matthew.  So, do you know what Jesus didn’t say?

Jeremiah 6:16 is God speaking to the wayward house of Israel.  It’s a very timely passage.  All around, says the Lord, people are crying “Peace, peace.”  But there is no peace.  Why?  Because the children have abandoned the good ways, the path of the Lord.  They were not even ashamed to forsake God’s ways.  They wanted to be relevant.  But God says, “Walk in the old paths and you shall find rest.”  Don’t walk in them, and you will find destruction!

Jesus cites just enough of this prophecy in Jeremiah to get the attention of the audience.  But here’s the real barb.  Jesus is telling His audience that if they want to see what it means to walk in the old ways, the good path, they need to look at Him!  If you want to see what it means to live according to the commandments, look at Jesus.  Do what He does and you will automatically be faithful to God.  

In Jeremiah, the Hebrew words are va umitsu margoa from masa (to find or attain) and margoa (a state of refreshment and life).  In other words, seek first the kingdom of heaven, and all these things will be added.  Sound familiar?  There is a reason why Jesus had an electrifying effect on His audience, but it’s not because He was presenting novel material.  It was because He portrayed Himself as God.  Jeremiah’s verse is God speaking.  No one in the audience could possibly doubt that.  Now Jesus proclaims that He is the pathway to the rest that God offers.  Could anyone miss the point?  Not a chance!  Jesus takes the role of God by quoting just enough of Jeremiah to make it obvious to anyone who really listened.

If you want rest, that state of refreshment in life, then you will have to come to Jesus and follow His pathway of obedience.  If you want to know the Father’s blessing and the Father’s delight, then you will have to take the yoke of Jesus upon you.  In other words, if you want to know God, you have to look at Jesus.

If you can’t feel the electricity running through the crowd when Jesus said these words, then you must be dead (or sufficiently insulated so that nothing gets to you).  Now you know one more reason why you can’t read the New Testament without the Old, and you can’t understand what Jesus is saying without understanding His view of Scripture.  Jesus is not only the only way to the Father.  He is also the only way to refreshing life.  

Have you carried the load long enough to know this?
Topical Index:  Rest
March 18  Have mercy on me, Lord, for I am wretched.  Heal me, for my limbs are stricken.  Psalm 6:3 (Hebrew text, translation Robert Alter).

Active Compassion

Mercy – This is a day for personal confession.  Yes, I know, we have often talked about community.  In God’s house, we are not islands in the stream.  We are linked together as brothers and sisters, followers of the Great Rabbi Yeshua.  But that means we must know each other.  That’s why Paul exhorts us to share each others’ burdens and confess our sins to one another.  I will remain an island, even in the congregation of the Lord, unless I let you know me.  

Today, I need God’s mercy.  Just like David, who cried out to the Lord in a written prayer (for others to read), I cry out.  “Have mercy on me, Lord!”  Finding that mercy is not a private affair of the heart.  It is a public demonstration of God’s grace.  You are part of God’s grace to me.  My confession lets you see God at work – and it provides encouragement to all.

The Hebrew word here is hanan.  It is the equivalent of the Greek charis (grace).  From the biblical point of view, only God can provide mercy.  Why?  Because mercy is tied to the Law.  Mercy is active favor that flows from His compassion.  It is not simply empathy.  You can be empathetic.  But I need more than that.  I need an action that sets aside judgment.  I need God’s mercy to outweigh His wrath.  I am wretched because I have spurned His commandments, insulted His character and rejected His sovereignty.  I deserve His punishment.  I need mercy.  I need His favor, not His anger.  And only He can give it.

But you can participate.

Just in case you thought this is only an illustration for the meaning of hanan, I want to assure you that it is not.  This is a day when the gap between my head and my heart is too far to bridge.  I know His words, but my knowing them does not always mean that they are an active reality in my life.  What I discover is this terrible truth:  the more I know, the wider the gap.  I stumble and fall, often.  The intimacy I long for with the Father recedes even as I learn more of Him.  His demands don’t weigh me down.   My failures to serve Him crush me.  Yes, I know that He understands my weaknesses.  Yes, I know that He is compassionate beyond measure and that He delights in me regardless of my own assessment.  But I want to please Him!  The further I go on this road, the more the hideousness of my sin overwhelms me.  There is an agony in my heart that says, “Lord, I am desperate to be abandoned to you, but I’m afraid.  Have mercy on me.”

Perhaps you have been blessed with a clear path.  Perhaps dying to self is not a fearful task for you.  But it is for me.  Each step toward holiness comes through affliction.  I am just hard-hearted.  Gain always means pain.  And I can’t endure it alone.

That’s why confession involves community.  We walk together.  There is no other way.

Topical Index: Mercy

March 19  Return, O Lord, rescue my soul; save me because of Your lovingkindness.  Psalm 6:5 (English)

All At Once

Return, Rescue, Save – What does active favor look like?  David tells us in three powerful verbs.  When we reach the point where our sin exhausts us, these are the three verbs we must understand: return, rescue and save.

“Return” is the Hebrew verb shuv.  It is used over a thousand times in the Bible with a very wide range of meanings.  Jeremiah has more than a dozen nuances on the word.  But here, when my sinfulness breaks my relationship with God, the very first thing I need is God’s movement toward me.  Turning back toward me is an act of restoration (another meaning of shuv).  Unless God turns His face in my direction, I am lost.  So, I plead, “Return, O Lord.”  Begin Your favor by turning in my direction.  

God is graciously inclined to act like this.  There are hundreds of examples of God using this same verb to ask His people to return to Him.  He is ready to turn in my direction.  

“Rescue” is chalats, a verb that means to deliver.  But its primary force is strengthening and fortifying, not escaping.  It is used for taking up arms in preparation for war.  We might think that God returns in order to pull us out, but that is not the idea.  God returns in order to offer us reinforcements in the battle.  It is help in the midst of my struggle, not rapture out of it.

“Save” is the familiar yasha’.  Lord, turn back to me.  Bring Your reinforcements.  Fight with me so that I come to a place of safety.  Give me victory!  Without You, Lord, I am defeated.  With You, I am unconquerable.  Come back to me, Lord.  Rescue and save me right here where I struggle.

And, of course, God is willing to respond to my plea.  Why?  Well, that’s the next wonderful word, hesed, translated “lovingkindness.”  It’s the bonus word.  It’s the word that tells me why God cares enough to return, rescue and save.  It can’t be captured in a single expression like “lovingkindness.”  This word is the word that describes God’s faithfulness, steadfastness, justice, righteousness and goodness.  In other words, it is the summary of God’s true character.  It is the fundamental idea behind God’s covenant.  Hesed is the reason God does what He does.  It is the foundation of His miraculous acts, the basis of His deliverance, the ground of His forgiveness, the rationale for His redemption, the origin for His kindness and the purpose behind His plans.  Without it, nothing happens.

In this verse, David gives us all the words at once.  It’s a verse worth remembering.  I need this verse today.  Maybe you do too.
Topical Index:  Mercy
March 20  Then 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.  Genesis 2:7

Inspired Dirt

Breathed Into – Sometimes the links between the Greek New Testament and the Hebrew Old Testament are quite subtle but exceedingly powerful.  Understanding those links often releases us from fatal myths that we carry in our souls.  The connection between this Genesis account and the words of Paul in 2 Timothy have that quality.  Once we see the link, we suddenly have a new view on our frail humanity.  We are turned loose to become who we truly are.

Paul uses the term theopneustos in 2 Timothy 3:16.  It is usually translated “inspired,” but it literally means “God-breathed.”  Paul says that Scripture is filled with God’s living breath.  That’s what makes it perfect truth.  What God does for His Word is the same thing He does for each of us.  He fills us with His living breath, making us exactly what He intended, a truthful representation of Himself.  Just as God’s breath produces inspired words, so it also produces inspired dirt.  In both cases, it is not the substance itself that establishes its essential connection to divinity.  It is God’s animating Spirit that does the trick.  Words are just words and dirt is just dirt – until God gets hold of them.  Certainly the great rabbi, Paul, knew this connection.  After all, he makes up the word theopneustos.  It is never found anywhere else in the Bible.  Paul simply converts the Hebrew yi.pakh be (“and blew into”) into Greek.
“Inspired dirt” gives me hope.  Why?  Because God certainly knew that there is no glory in dirt.   I am made of pretty common stuff.   I am filled with weaknesses and frailties.  Without His breath, I’m just a pile of mud; but filled with the Spirit, things change!  This helps me realize that the real focus of my being is not the dirt, but rather the animation of that dirt.  Who I am and what I am always points to Him, even when I am stuck in the mud.

It’s also important to notice that the word for “breath” is not the typical ruah (used 400 times) but rather the rare neshama (used only 25 times).  Neshama only occurs with God and Man, where ruah occurs with wind, animals and even false gods.  This “breath” is very special.  When God animates me, I receive something different from all other living things.  It’s as though God makes me His living Word in the same way that He makes His words living.

Isn’t it comforting to know that God can take plain, ordinary stuff – like dirt and words – and turn it into something that reflects His glory?  I need to let that sink in.  There are lots of times when I feel as though I am covered with the dirt of life, when the dust in my soul just won’t go away.  That’s when I need to remember that God breathes life into me just as He does into His Word.  I am inspired too – created by Him on purpose.

Topical Index:  Inspiration

March 21  “That which is born of the flesh is flesh; and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit.”  John 3:6

Birthright

Flesh – What’s your birthright?  Jesus gives you the answer.  It depends on how you were conceived.  Flesh produces flesh.  Spirit produces spirit.  The gap between the two is the distance from East to West.

Jesus doesn’t use this word the same way Paul does.  When you come across the word sarx (flesh) in Paul’s letters, there’s a very good chance that the meaning will be something that fights against the Spirit.  Often Paul uses sarx to describe what is sinful.  But Jesus takes a much more neutral approach.  Why?  Because He probably used the Hebrew word basar, a word that just means the common flesh and bones of men and animals.  No negative spiritual implication is attached.  All Jesus is saying is that there are two kinds of birth – and they have very different origins.

This conversation with Nicodemus is usually a part of the “born again” justification, but Jesus doesn’t use that kind of language.  Actually, Peter invents the word “born again” (anagennao).  That idea never appears on Jesus’ lips.  What Jesus tells us is that the origin of our birth is the determining factor.  God has to breathe spirit into this basar body for me to experience His empowering.  Otherwise, I am just moving mud.  

Of course, Genesis 2:7 tells us that God did breathe His spirit into us.  Before the Fall, we experienced the spiritual birthright that Jesus emphasizes.  But then things fell apart.  We lost the vital connection of empowering Spirit.  We settled for moving mud.  Over time, we came to believe that moving mud was enough.  But dirt only produces dirt.

Jesus poses the same question to us that He asked Nicodemus.  Why do you think that the flesh will offer anything more in life than flesh?  You can hear Paul echo, “What you sow, you will reap.”  The question is deep.  How much of what we do really finds its origin in the Spirit?  Flesh can’t produce Spirit, no matter how many times we try to make it work.  If your goals, procedures, decisions, results or processes originate in the mud, at the end of the day you still have mud (even if it’s all dressed up).  

Do you think that Jesus did anything that didn’t have its origin in the Spirit?  Impossible!  He tells us plainly that He does nothing except what the Father shows Him.  Is that how we conduct our lives?  Or are we trying to mix mud and wind?  

We have a birthright that began with the breath of God.  We were originally created spirit-empowered.  It’s time, way past time, to get back to the origin.  Leave the mud pies behind.  Ride the wind – wherever it goes.

Topical Index:  Flesh and Spirit
March 22  For God has not given us a spirit of timidity, but of power and love and discipline.  2 Timothy 1:7

What We Don’t Need

Has Not Given – Are you a road warrior?  Are you a follower of Yeshua and the Way who sometimes finds the journey excruciating?  Do you see discipleship blisters on your feet?  Then Paul has something important for you.  It’s a verse from his own life experience, and it’s just right for all of us who know that following the Master really does mean joyful struggle.

Paul starts by telling us what God doesn’t provide.  He calls it “a spirit of timidity,” but it might also be translated “cowardice” or “fearfulness.”  It’s the same idea that you will find in Psalm 55:4 (the terror of death) and Leviticus 26:36 (weakness of heart).  God does not give such anxious concern.  The Greek helps us see how important this opening thought really is.  It begins with the powerful “not!” (Ou).  God is never the author of fear and anxiety.  The verb is just as crucial.  It is didomi which means to give of one’s own will and with good intent.  Here’s the best part.  The verb is in the aorist tense.  That means that Paul considers this a completed action in the past.  God never gave, and has never given, a sprit of fearfulness.  If that’s what you’re feeling when you see those blisters on your discipleship feet, you can be absolutely certain that it didn’t come from God!

Why does this matter so much?  Quite frankly, it matters because fearfulness and anxious concern are at the heart of reticence to obey.  We know that God says that love casts out fear, but those words don’t always seem to translate into actions in our lives.  We hold back from complete abandonment to Him because we are afraid.  There’s no other way to put it.  We are fearful of what might happen.  We project our terrors into the future.  We think about the possible impact on our families.  God might not give us a spirit of cowardice, but it’s there nonetheless.  

If you’re facing the call to abandon everything to God, then you know exactly what I am talking about.  It’s scary.  It shouldn’t be.  After all, God is sovereign.  He’s in control.  He loves us and He will never do anything that is not for our best within His purposes.  He is gracious.  His compassion outweighs His wrath.  All of that should make abandonment obvious.  But the terrible truth is that I am weak and afraid.  I am a coward.  As much as I know about God, I still stumble over total trust.  I still falter when I imagine all the things that might happen if I give up everything.  Jesus knew about this kind of weakness only too well.  “The spirit is willing,” He said.  You know the rest.

You and I need to hear Paul’s opening declaration.  Our fears do not come from God.  Yes, we have them, but God never gave them to us.  Obedience is acting in spite of my fear.  My fear is real, but it does not replace God’s goodness.  God calls me to choose anyway.  And with His help, I can.  

“Father, rescue me.  I believe, help my unbelief.”

Topical Index:  Fear

March 23  For God has not given us a spirit of timidity, but of power and love and discipline.  2 Timothy 1:7

What God Gives

Power -  God is not the author of my fearfulness.  Quite the opposite, God gives power.  That’s truly what I need.  My anxious concern makes me weak.  I find that I am willing but unable.  God gives me exactly what I need to move forward into total trust.  He gives me dynamis.  And what does “power” mean to me?  It means ability, capacity, vigor, strength and will.  All the things I need to trust Him (remember, “trust” is a verb – an action – not a feeling).  When I am faced with the impossibility of anxious projection of dread, God gives me the power I need to overcome those mythical fears.  

Notice that it is God Who provides what I need.  It’s His gift to me.  I didn’t earn it.  I didn’t run out to the bookstore and stock up on self-help solutions.  I didn’t work harder, pray harder or give more.  God gave it, freely, simply because God intends good for me.  When I was chasing the answer to my fears, I was grasping for rainbows.  But when I stopped running scared, God gave me what I needed.  Oswald Chambers puts it so eloquently.  He says that as soon as I make the choice to trust, God supplies all the power necessary to do so.  I have to turn from my fear and return to Him, but at the moment I reverse direction, He floods me with the strength I could never find on my own.

Fear paralyzes me.  It is a straight-jacket on my soul.  The only thing I can do to remove those restraints is look to Jesus.  Everything else is tied down by my dread.  But, all it takes is that look.  The power I need is given in His gaze.  

Remember the Greek verb, didomi?  That verb also governs this phrase.  God gives power.  He gives it freely with good intentions in mind.  I don’t have to convince God to help me.  I don’t have to worry that He won’t help me.  I don’t have to offer appeasement in order to gain His help.  God gives it.  As soon as I commit to Him, He rushes in to rescue.  

This is what I need to hear today.  I don’t have to do it on my own.  I have lived long enough to know that I can’t do it on my own.  None of it!  No matter how hard I try, I just can’t manage life.  It always gets the better of me.  But, I don’t have to be afraid.  My weakness is exactly what is required to experience God’s strength.  Paul reminds us that when we are weak, then we are strong, but the reverse is true too.  When I am strong in my own effort, then I am entirely vulnerable and weak.  God does not help those who help themselves.  Why should He?  They think that they are in charge.

The best lesson I can learn from my own fears is that I am weak.  That is the purpose of fear; not to paralyze me, but to emphasize my inability.  Fear teaches me that God’s gift is the only solution.  Have you reached that conclusion?  Then, what are you waiting for?  Look to Him!

Topical Index:  Power

March 24  For God has not given us a spirit of timidity, but of power and love and discipline.  2 Timothy 1:7
The Second Gift

Power – Mike Yaconelli calls it “happy terror.”  He suggests that when we follow Jesus, it is thrilling and terrifying at the same time.  His comment is insightful.  Did you think that God’s gift of power (dynamis) removes your fear?  Nope!  Life is still terrifying.  Bad things can still happen.  You are still not in control.  God’s power does not change the structure of consequences in the fallen world.  Power does not replace fear.  Power overcomes fear.  The fearfulness that resides in my soul is simply part of the human condition.  As long as I am in this world, I will experience fear.  But, as Jesus said, “Be of good cheer for I have overcome the world.”

My Twelve-Step friends remind me that fear is False Evidence Appearing Real.  That’s what I need to know.  The feeling of fear is real, but the evidence that supports the fear is false.  I really feel it, but it has no substantial reality to it.  Why?  Because God loves me.  Therefore, He gives me the power to overcome my fear.  The thrill is knowing that God always arrives on time.  The terror is in not knowing how He will arrive.  Life with God is blessed uncertainty.  

When I abandon my life to Jesus, I opt for unanticipated surprises.  Oh, that doesn’t mean that my life will always be in the eggbeater.  Life still has its general orderliness as a result of God’s common grace.  God still sends the rain on the just and the unjust.  The sun still comes up in the morning.  But abandonment to Jesus means that I let go of my expectation of orderliness.  I am not surprised when the eggbeater takes over.  In fact, because God promises power to overcome, I look forward to the moments of blessed chaos as opportunities to see what God will do next.  Now you know why James can say, “Count it joy when . . .”  We couldn’t possible count trials and tribulations as joyful unless we knew God’s power is peeking around the corner.

Think of it from a Hebrew perspective.  Genesis tells me God loves His creation.  Exodus tells me God is in control of history.  Leviticus tells me God provides for my guilt.  Numbers tells me God guides my choices.  Deuteronomy tells me God rewards my obedience.  All the rest tells me that I can’t manage on my own and that following Him is the only sane thing to do.  Then Jesus comes to tell me that He will never leave me, that He has overcome my enemy and that I can join Him to fulfill God’s mission.  What else is there to worry about?

False evidence confuses my perception of reality.  That’s why I can’t trust myself.  When God says that He gives me His power to overcome my cowardice and apprehension, it’s the truth.  But it’s not my power.  It’s God’s gift.  It arrives with His blessing bearing the hallmarks of His character.  It’s dynamite in the hands of the follower of the Way, able to clear all kinds of barricades and obstacles.  But it only works according to His character, as the next two words will show.

Life in the eggbeater is the perfect place to light a fuse.
Topical Index:  Power
March 25  For God has not given us a spirit of timidity, but of power and love and discipline.  2 Timothy 1:7
Phenomenal
Love – We all know that the word “love” covers a wide range of feelings and actions.  Greek has four different words to explain it.  Hebrew has three words.  But the number of different words isn’t the most important factor in understanding what Paul means.  To really grasp Paul’s proclamation of God’s gift, we have to get into the Hebrew mind.  And that requires suspending some long-held presuppositions about the world as we know it.

The big difference between Greek and Hebrew is the way the languages view reality.  Greek views reality as organized bits.  It is the language of analysis, breaking down each new element into smaller and smaller pieces.  When you enter the Greek mindset, you see the world as a sum of parts.  In order to understand something, you have to dig down through the surface appearance and discover all the underlying the parts.  So, “love” in Greek is broken into its separate pieces:  love for brothers and friends, love for family and children, love for things and love for God.  

But Hebrew doesn’t see things this way.  Hebrew is a phenomenal language.  It describes the world the way it appears to the observer.  As a result, love is about emotions, choices, consequences and activities.  One concept, even in three words, contains the whole range of human observations about love.  For the Hebrew, love is not a series of discrete elements, but rather the whole sweep of spontaneous feelings, choices and actions no matter how it shows up in humanity.  Now you have just a hint about why the Old Testament draws continuous analogies between sex and worship.  Both are part of the continuum of the Hebrew concept of “love.”

OK, so why does this matter?  Well, Paul is a Hebrew.  When he chooses the Greek word agape, he isn’t thinking about the exclusive category of religious love usually ascribed to agape.  In fact, the New Testament authors actually used agape in novel ways, not relying on the classical Greek definition.  In order to understand Paul, we have to think like a Hebrew.  That means Paul is pointing his readers to the entire scope of the spirit of love, from the spontaneous feelings of passion to the impulse for self-giving, from the desire for pleasure to the nobility of obedience.  Wherever human emotion or action touches the heart of the personal God, you and I experience love.  It can just as easily be found in an embrace with my spouse as it can be found in fighting injustice among the poor.  Old Testament love is jealous but self-denying.  It is exclusive but embraces everyone.  It is volitional but intensely emotional.  It is sacrificial but self-interested.

The Hebrew word, ahav, is a phenomenal word (pun intended).  If you want to find the spirit of love, don’t rush to the psychoanalyst.  Don’t bother digging into your inner thoughts.  Just observe humanity touched by God.  You’ll see everything you need to know about ahav.  That’s the point, isn’t it?  When I see it, then I know what to do.  That’s why I look at Jesus when I want to see phenomenal love.
Topical Index:  Love

March 26  For God has not given us a spirit of timidity, but of power and love and discipline.  2 Timothy 1:7
A Sound Mind

Discipline – What makes a sound mind?  Did you think it was education, logical thinking or encyclopedic knowledge?  If you grew up with a Western world mentality, then you most likely view a sound mind as self-disciplined, astute and logically correct.  That’s why the King James translates this verse as “love and of a sound mind.”  “Discipline” is closer to the real thought here, but not quite close enough.  Discipline can still mean a lot of mental gymnastics for us.  That may not be what Paul is thinking when he uses the word sophronismos.  Knowing exactly what Paul means from a Hebrew perspective is going to be difficult because this is the only place in the entire Bible that sophronismos is used.  So, what can we do?  Well, first we can see how the Greek word is constructed.  It comes from soos (sound) and phren (understanding).  Suddenly, we get a clue.  Phren is literally the diaphragm; but figuratively in the Greek world, it is the seat of mental and emotional activity.  Did you notice that the Greeks connected steady breathing with self-control?  Emotions and thoughts which are outwardly exhibited by calm breathing are considered disciplined.  So, it’s not just about the mind, is it?  It’s about stabilizing my whole inner world.  

Now we know where to look in Hebrew.  Proverbs tells us that wisdom, understanding and instruction all go together to bring us into alignment with the character of God.  But it’s not simply mental activity.  Wisdom (hokma) is about right action.  Understanding (bine) is about distinguishing good from evil (and making the right choices) and instruction (musar) is about correction and chastisement when necessary.  All of these ideas are present in the Hebrew view of a sound mind.  None of them are primarily about thinking.

When Paul says that God has given us a spirit of discipline, he does not mean that God enables us to study better or to eat less or to exercise more.  Paul is speaking as a Hebrew.  God gives us a spirit that reveals right behavior, correct moral discernment and necessary chastisement.  God shapes how we live and what we do, not just what we think.  God’s gift is behavioral alignment and correction.  A sound mind is seen in the hands and feet of obedience.

Why do I need this spirit-empowered “discipline”?  Because without it, I’m a coward.  I might know what the right thing is, but I shrink back from doing it.  Knowledge is not my problem.  Acting is my problem.  So many times we know exactly what we should do.  We just don’t do it.  God gifts us with sophronismos so that we will be able to execute obedience.  He gives us a revelation of the correct action, the discernment to know the difference between obedience and disobedience and, when necessary, a kick in the butt to get moving.  God will not abide cowards.  He expects unsung heroes and heroines.  And He gives us everything we need to become just that!

The next time you find yourself shrinking back from doing the right thing, remember who gave you the opportunity to become heroic.

Topical Index:  Sound Mind

March 27  And coming near, his disciples awakened Him, saying, “Lord, save us!  We are perishing.”  Matthew 8:25
In The Boat

Perishing – Do you realize that we are in the boat with Yeshua?  If the boat sinks, He sinks with us.  That’s what Paul had in mind when he said that if the Christ isn’t raised from the dead, we are the most miserable of all.  If the boat sinks, we all go down.

The disciples didn’t see the irony of their situation that day on the sea of Galilee.  Of course the waves were crashing.  Of course the boat was being tossed back and forth.  But Jesus was sleeping on the deck.  Doesn’t that strike you as a bit odd?  If the storm was so bad that the disciples thought they would drown, how can Jesus be sleeping through it?  And when they wake Him, don’t they perceive that He is in just as much danger as they are?  The whole story is strange.  Jesus doesn’t act like we would act.  He is unconcerned by the circumstances.  What the disciples failed to grasp is that if they are in the boat with Jesus, they are just fine.

These men plead with Jesus.  “Apollumetha!” (in Greek).  It’s a verb that means “to destroy, to lose, to perish,” but with the added emphasis (apo) of emotional terror.  We would say, “Lord, we’re going to die!”  In fact, the same verb is used to talk about eternal death in the gospels.  From the disciples’ point of view, things are getting worse by the minute.  They might have said to themselves, “What’s the matter with him?  How can he sleep at a time like this?  Doesn’t he know how serious this is?”  That sounds like dozens of times that I have been in the boat on the rough seas with Yeshua.  I pled with Him to take a closer look at my situation.  “Lord, don’t you know how desperate this is?  Look at all those dark clouds.  Look at that lightning.”  I grip His arm.  “Lord, don’t you know we’re going to die?”  

Pretty funny, isn’t it?  I mean, here I am in the boat with the God of the universe in human form.  I’m riding the waves with the One Who made the sea, the wind, the lightning and the thunder.  He’s not one bit afraid.  I’m standing right next to Him.  Do I really think He’s going to let the boat sink under us?

The lesson is obvious.  Circumstances do not dictate the outcome of life.  Relationship does.  If I am truly in the boat with Jesus, I have nothing to fear.  We are riding the waves together.  The only time I need be afraid is when I am not in the boat with Him.

Jesus’ response to all this terror is so typical of God.  He makes a joke.  “You little-faiths!  Why are you so upset?  I’m right here with you.  It’s no problem.”

Every day is a boat ride on the high seas.  The only thing that matters is your companion. All the rest is just water off a duck’s back.

Topical Index:  Fear

March 28  Then rising up, He rebuked the winds and the sea.  And there was a great calm.  Matthew 8:26

Calm Terror
Rebuked – Are you in the boat with Jesus?  If you are, the first question that comes up in the midst of a storm is this:  “Where’s the life preserver?”  It’s the last question you need to ask, but unless you are a lot more spiritually inclined than most of us, it will still be the first question in your mind.  Jesus answers this question, but not in the way we expect.

As a rule of thumb, biblical interpretation should begin with what the text means to the first audience that heard it.  So, we have to resist the temptation here to immediately spiritualize this story.  We’ll try not to do that.  Instead, we’ll try to stick with what the disciples experienced.  But the implications are pretty powerful and we won’t try to avoid them.  After all, if you’re in a sinking boat, you want to know how Jesus will rescue you (remember the Hebrew word yasha’?). 

The disciples are very concerned.  Any one of us would be.  It’s a long swim to the shore and in this perfect storm, not many will make it.  They cry out, “Save us!”  There’s something ironic about that very cry.  Jesus is also in the boat without a life preserver.  How is Jesus going to save them?  He’s in the same predicament.  Men in panic often don’t think straight, but at least they noticed who wasn’t worried.  Since Jesus was sleeping in the midst of this chaos, they reasoned that He must know something they didn’t.  He seemed unconcerned.  Maybe He had a secret raft.

They were not prepared for Jesus’ solution.  Jesus rebukes the storm.  The Greek verb is epitimeo.  It means to admonish with emphatic authority.  It’s the kind of word we find when Jesus casts out demons.  Now put yourself in that boat.  Has anyone you know ever castigated the wind and the sea and told them to behave?  If someone did that, would you consider him sane?  When you are about to drown in the violent surf, does reprimanding the ocean sound like a reasonable solution to you?  If it does, then you probably need to see a friend of mine who specializes in mental illnesses.  No one is his right mind believes such a thing is possible; no one, that is, except Jesus.

Amazingly, the elements obey Him.  No wonder these men marveled.  In fact, they were more frightened after the calm than before.  What kind of man commands the earth and the sea?  Only a Man who is God.  Sitting in the boat next to such a man must have been terrifying indeed.

What is the lesson here, if we might be so bold to ask?  First, the lesson is about the sovereignty of our Lord.  He rules everything!  Then, there is an implication.  When I am in the boat with Jesus, I have nothing to fear.  He rules everything! He is quite capable of doing something that appears insane, and pulling it off.  I need to fear Him far more than any circumstance in my life.

But there is another lesson.  The solution to my problem is never a change in circumstances.  The disciples traded the storm for a man who controlled the weather.  Were they better off?  They would be, if the man in the boat loves them.  Fortunately, He does.  The solution is not about physical reality.  It’s about who loves me. 

Topical Index:  Love

March 29  And those who know Your name will trust You  Psalm 9:11 in the Hebrew Bible (English 9:10)

Calling Card?
Name – In our culture, a name merely separates individuals.  So, my name designates me as a separate individual from you.  In spite of the fact that my name might have family history behind it, it really doesn’t tell you much more about me.  My name could have been Charles or Henry or Richard and nothing about who I am would really change.

But this is not the case in Hebrew thought.  Names mean much more than simple designations.  Names have content that are particular to the individual person.  The name Eliezer tells me that there is a relationship between this man and God as helper and protector.  Elimelek tells me that this man acknowledges God as his King.  Hosea is a name that means “deliverer.”  And so it goes throughout the Old Testament.   So, what do we discover about The Name?  God’s name is not “God.”  It is YHWH (the four consonants of the divine name).  Often in Jewish orthodoxy today, it is referred to as “The Name” (HaShem).  Since The Name also has content, the psalmist can refer to God’s name and mean a lot more than just the letters.  What does it mean to know “Your name”?

If shem (the Hebrew word for “name”) really has content, then when it is used of God, it means nothing less than His power, fame, honor, influence, reliability and glory.  HaShem designates all the attributes of the One and Only God.  If I know His Name, that means I have a special relationship with Him.  His Name belongs only on the lips of those who are in covenant with Him.  It is not a name that can be loosely held by those who do not belong to Him.  Why?  Because only He can grant the intimate relationship required to really know His Name.  I do not simply have an association or acquaintance with God.  That would be like me saying that I know the President.  I know about him.  I might recognize him if I saw him.  I am associated with him because he heads the government of my country.  But until I am on a first-name basis with the President, I can hardly say that I really know him.  It’s the same with HaShem.  God gives Israel His personal name so that Israel – and all those who become a part of the house of Israel – will have a first-name relationship with Him.  That means being intimately connected to the content of His Name.  That means knowing first-hand His glory, power, majesty, influence, fame, compassion, mercy, love, care, correction and long-suffering.  Until I am on first-name basis, I don’t belong.

Now we can apply the acid test of relationships.  You know exactly what it’s like to have first-name relationships with others.  There is a special quality about those relationships that doesn’t fit the normal “calling card” acquaintances.  So, ask yourself, “Do I really have a first-name relationship with HaShem?”  Does you relationship with HaShem have the same emotional, volitional and cognitive feel to it?  Or are you and HaShem just a bit more like familiar strangers?  HaShem offers first-name relationship to all who are willing to embrace a covenant with Him.  He extends His hand.  Have you really grasped it?

Topical Index:  Name

March 30  You shall fear the Lord your God and you shall serve him, and you shall keep close to him and you shall swear by his name.  Deuteronomy 10:20 (Craigie)

Becoming One

Keep Close – Moses instructs the people to keep close to HaShem.  How close?  Inquiring minds want to know.  Once you see the Hebrew word here, the picture becomes clear.  The word is davaq.  You will find it in Genesis 2:24.  How close does God want you to be to Him?  As close as a husband is to his wife.  God wants you to cling to him as tightly as if you were married.

In case you haven’t already considered the imagery, the biblical view of our relationship to God is frequently cast in terms of marriage.  Why?  Marriage is the divinely ordained pinnacle of human relationship.  It is the deliberate decision to turn myself over to another, to reveal my deepest sense of identity and purpose to someone who accepts the responsibility of person-care.  It is the practice field for understanding and experiencing my divine relationship with God.  

Of course, that means that God uses marriage to prune me.  He establishes the covenant of marriage as a means of confronting me with my self in order that I may become myself.  My mate is my perfect enemy, the one who will not let me escape into denial, run away to fantasy, refuse to confront failure or lash out in anger.  In God’s plan, my mate is me in another form.  If the two of us are to become one, I will have to look pretty hard at myself in order to bond with another.  There is a hard edge to marriage that I can’t avoid.  That’s why it’s supposed to be a life-long commitment.  It will probably take that long for me to get my rough edges smoothed.

Fortunately, by divine decree and heavenly engineering, there is the other side of this arrangement.  There is joy, peace and companionship.  There is discovering who I am in the love of another.  That is also a picture of clinging to God.  

The difference between marriage and my relationship to God is only this:  God manages His side of the relationship perfectly.  He provides perfect peace, unrelenting love and eternal faithfulness.  He also never enables, never stops reminding me of the faults I must confront and never forgets to push me toward conformity to His Son.  My relationship to my spouse may sometimes falter, sometimes be side-tracked, sometimes hit a wall, because we are both sinners.  But my relationship with God never collapses because of Him.  The more that I cling to Him, the more He will lead me toward myself.  The more I become what He designed me to be, the more my life will reflect Who He is.  God is glorified in me when I am stuck on Him.  The more I want companionship, peace and joy, the more I have to let my spouse (and God!) tear me apart. In marriage, both aspects come together.

Moses tells the people, “Keep close to Him.”  He uses marriage imagery on purpose.  If you thought of God as your spouse, how might that change you?  If you don’t think of God as your spouse, what does that say about how you behave toward Him?

Topical Index: Marriage

March 31  that He will set you high above all nations which He has made, for praise, fame, and honor: and that you shall be a consecrated people to the LORD your God, as He has spoken.  Deuteronomy 26:19

Tactical Instructions
Praise, Fame and Honor – This is the “big picture” verse.  In order to understand it, we need to take a step back before we can take a step forward.  The step back puts this verse in its proper context.  First, God chooses some to reach many.  God elects Israel in order to bless Israel so that His blessings will act as a magnet for the rest of humanity.  Those who submit to the God of Israel take on the same mission – to live in obedience so that God might be glorified and, as a result, all the nations will come to Him.  That’s the plan.  Election has nothing to do with merit.  It is simply God’s way of executing His plan.  

Secondly, no true follower of YHWH ever thinks that God’s love depends on his obedience.  Love is determined by election.  Completion of the mission depends on obedience.  Israel’s failure to obey does not change God’s election.  It only affects the mission.  Israel’s failure to act as a magnet means that God uses the Gentiles who are in the house to accomplish the mission.  Neither God’s love for Israel or for the adopted Gentiles who come into the house changes as a result of this failure.  The strategy is the same.  The only thing that changes is the tactic.
Once we understand this big picture, we can understand this verse.  Favoritism is not part of the plan.  God chooses for His own reasons.  He doesn’t set Israel above other nations because they deserved it any more than He blesses you because you deserve it.  Israel didn’t deserve it and neither do you and I.  God loved us when we were still His enemies.  God sets Israel above the nations in order that they can fulfill His mission.  That is exactly what He does with us.  The only reason God pours out His blessings on us is so that we can act as magnets.  And, of course, we sometimes have a stronger magnetism in adversity than we do in prosperity.  That part is entirely up to God.  After all, it is His mission.  How He accomplishes it through you is up to Him.

However, in general, God loves to make life good.  So, in this verse, He says that keeping His commandments will result in praise, fame and honor.  That attracts the nations.  Of course, these words in Hebrew don’t quite mean what they do in English.  They are tehillah, shem and tiph’arah.  We can fill them out a bit.  “Praise” is really genuine adoration and thanksgiving due to the worth of the object.  False praise means nothing, since it doesn’t match the quality of the object.  But when God stands behind a nation, it is praised because it reflects His character.  When a nation doesn’t reflect the character of the One Who made it, no praise is due.

“Fame” is the familiar word, shem (name).  It is good reputation.  How will that occur?  By being in alignment with the character of the Most High God.  There is no better reputation than being God’s regent in the world.

Finally, “honor” is tiph’arah.  It means beauty and glory.  When we fulfill God’s mission, His glory shines right through us.  That is the glory of transparent creation.  When God’s glory radiates through His people, we become invisible.  He gets the glory.

So, the Commandments are the instruction manual for spiritual magnetism.  Follow them and you will attract others to Him.  Don’t follow them and your magnetic quality will be passed to someone else.  It’s up to you.

April 1  For you were called to freedom, brethren, only do not turn your freedom into an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one another.  Galatians 5:13

The Hebrew Connection

Freedom/Serve – Sometimes, the intimate connection between Hebrew thought and the New Testament documents just doesn’t show itself in Greek or in English.  That’s unfortunate since it deprives us from seeing the deep thinking here.  To understand what Paul is writing, we need to look at the Hebrew words and know how this rabbi treated them.

In Hebrew thought, God’s Word is inspired right down to the letters.  That means that every letter of the original (not simply the words) is exactly what God wanted.  This implies that the letters themselves carry a message.  There are many examples in rabbinic literature of the treatment of letters as God-breathed information carriers.  Once you have this in mind, then you can understand why “freedom” and “service” are so intimately connected.

One of the ways that Hebrew thinkers illuminate God’s inspiration of the letters is to notice what happens in Hebrew when the consonants are reversed.  This often results in a new word that is connected to the old word in some important way.  When Paul says that we are called to freedom, he doesn’t have the Greek word in mind.  He is thinking of the Hebrew word hafash whose consonants are H P S (the H sounds like “ch” in Chanukah, the P has a sound like “f” and the S has a “sh” sound).  But when I reverse the consonants (from HPS to SPH), I get the word shafach, a word that means “to serve”.  As a rabbinic Jew, Paul would certainly have been familiar with this reversal technique.  So, when he points out that freedom means service, he is doing nothing more than illuminating the inspired character of the letters of the Hebrew Bible.  In other words, Paul is writing as a good Jew, not as a Hellenized Christian.  From Paul’s point of view, if you want to understand the true character of freedom, you must see that it is intimately connected to service to others.  No one who serves only himself is really free.

By the way, Jesus makes the same connection when He says that you must serve one of the two masters.  Freedom is never license to do whatever you want.  It is always connected to serving.  Jesus was simply being a great rabbi, honoring the inspired letters of the Hebrew Bible.

It’s a tragedy that our contemporary Christianity does not see these powerful connections.  Instead, we think of comments like this verse in Galatians in terms of the Greek idea of freedom (without restraint).  We don’t see the Hebrew thought, inspired by God Himself, that freedom means service.  So, we have endless debates about how much I am free to do what I want.  We agonize about the ethical demands of freedom.  We are dismayed when our “freedom” doesn’t lead to fulfillment.  And all of this is the result of not knowing exactly how God wrote the Book.

Topical Index:  Freedom

April 2  remember that you were at one time separate from Christ, excluded from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world,  Ephesians 2:12

Foreign Disaster
Excluded – What is it like to be separated from Christ?  We commonly think that separation means no relationship with God, judgment and eternal damnation.  That’s all true, but it doesn’t capture the urgency of being excluded.  The Greek verb here is apallotrioo, “to be estranged, alienated”, so we think in terms of the impact on salvation.  But if we stop to read the verse, we see that Paul is saying that alienation from Christ (the Messiah), puts us outside the nation of Israel.  The immediate effect of separation is not “going to hell.”  It is exclusion from the covenant promise made only to Israel.

If we really want to see what this means, we have to think about this verse from a Hebrew perspective.  That would take us to the root NKR, the three consonants that make up the word nakar, found in Jeremiah 19:4.  This word means “to refuse to do.”  Exclusion is based on refusal.  Refusal to do what?  Refusal to submit to the covenant obligations that are part of the commonwealth of Israel.  Refusal to accept the requirements that come with acknowledging Jesus as the Messiah.  Refusal to live according to the promises of God.  Separation from Christ means that I do not participate in any of these things, no matter how good my life seems to be.

But now we discover something even more startling.  The root NKR can be vocalized with different vowels.  Then nakar becomes nekar, a word that means “foreign.”  When we are outside the camp, we become foreigners – those who do not belong to the family.  With a moment’s reflection, you can recall all the references in the Bible to the state of the foreigner.  Intimacy with the Messiah brings you into the family.  Separation leaves you outside the family.  And that family is not the Christian family.  It is the commonwealth of Israel.  God has only one family and there are no step-children.  When the Messiah ushers you into the family of God, Abraham is your father.

One additional vocalization adds the last impact.  Nakar can also become neker, and neker means “disaster.”  To be excluded by refusal to do what God commands is, with just a small change in the vowels, an unmitigated disaster.  Disaster is related to foreigner.  Calamity falls on those whom God doesn’t know, and the reason He doesn’t know them is that they refuse to follow in His ways.

Now you know why Paul can say that these foreigners, these rebels, these destined for calamity are without hope.  Yes, ultimately they will be excluded from fellowship with the King in His heavenly kingdom.  But that’s only a small part of the story, isn’t it?

Topical Index:  Exclusion

April 3  remember that you were at one time separate from Christ, excluded from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world,  Ephesians 2:12
The Politics of Paul

Commonwealth – Perhaps the NIV gives us a better understanding of this word, politeia, by translating it as “citizenship in.”  But either way, “commonwealth” or “citizenship” still carry contemporary political meanings.  In other words, we think in terms of our view of government when we think of commonwealth or citizenship.  In democracies, we think of citizenship as more or less voluntary.  Sure, we have to live by the rules, but we get to vote on those rules if we don’t really agree.  Of course, none of these types of governments existed in Paul’s day, nor in any time in the history of Israel.  So, from the biblical perspective, God has never advocated a democracy.  That means we have to think of this verse in terms of the way it would have been understood by the first listeners who heard it.  They lived under a king, a Caesar, whose word was law and whose citizens were subject to his whim.  The only difference in government between Caesar and God is this:  God loves His people.  Caesar loved his power.  From the biblical perspective, God is the only true King, but He is nevertheless a King.  To belong to His kingdom is to be ruled completely and exclusively by Him.  What He determines to be true is true.  What He decides to be the correct action is the correct action.  There is absolutely no vote on the matter.

Paul does not contrast one form of government with another.  Paul contrasts one king with another.  Those who belong to the kingdom of God, who are ruled by their voluntary submission to God’s sovereignty over every part of their lives, enjoy God’s covenants of promise.  Those who are outside God’s kingdom are still ruled, but they are ruled by despots whose power-hungry egos make them subjects of a world without hope.  Theognis said, “Better that man should never be born.”  He knew what was in store for any man separated from the grace of a benevolent God.

At one time, every believer, whether Jew or Gentile, was separated from God’s final hope, the Messiah.  That separation meant exclusion from the benevolence of God – and inclusion in the world without hope.  We all came from that hideous place.  We have all been rescued from hopelessness.  Remembering that, we can embrace our unity – a unity not of our own making but of the grace of God.  Now we are citizens of another kingdom where there is no distinction between Jew and Greek, slave and free.  

This is not the kind of government we find in the world today.  No, not a single form of human social structure is a substitute for this kingdom.  In fact, this Greek word has no exact Hebrew equivalent in Scripture.  But we know what Paul means.  He means the household of the Holy One, those who are called according to His purpose, the elect chosen to bring about God’s plan of restoration.  How do we know this?  Because the entire political structure of the Old Testament is written around the idea of a holy nation, a kingdom of priests whom God calls His own.  “You will be my people and I will be your God.”  Paul’s politics is rooted in the concept of the covenant.  The covenant is rooted in a promise – a promise that will never change.  If you aren’t in that kingdom, you are as good as dead.

Topical Index: Government

April 4  You are our letter, written in our hearts, known and read by all men;   2 Corinthians 3:2

The Company You Kept

Letter – It’s a question of endorsement.  Paul says that he could have used credentials, certificates, resumes or letters of credit.  But they are unnecessary.  Why?  Because Paul’s real endorsement comes from those whom he mentored in Jesus Christ.  If you really want to know the character of a man, look at those who follow him.

I wonder if we would be comfortable with such a claim.  Can you point to the ones who follow you as endorsements for your life?  Can you demonstrate your integrity, credibility and covenant character by doing nothing more than pointing to those who come after you?  We say that the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.  What we mean, of course, is that the fruit resembles the fruit tree.  Could I look at the ones you are most closely associated with and see them display characteristics that tell me what kind of person you are?

In our Greek-based world, we like to think that a man stands on his own.  We want to believe that my personal standards are not to be confused with those of my closest associates.  But that isn’t Paul’s point of view.  Paul is so confident in his discipleship of others that he can point to them as evidence of his own walk with God.  That’s an amazing claim.  It says that he has done such a thorough job of bringing others into alignment with what he believes and how he behaves that I am seeing Paul in his apprentices.  Could I say that about myself?  Have I done that kind of journeyman work with those who are under my care?  Are my letters of recommendation inscribed on the hearts of others?

The Greek word here is epistole, the usual word for “letter,” but here is it used as a synonym for sustatikos, (from the preceding verse).  It means a letter of commendation.  On a job application, this is the section called “References.”  Here’s the insight that Paul gives us.  A written letter of reference is simply a snap-shot of a person. It’s usually a glowing recommendation about the person in question, but it doesn’t really tell me much more than what I expected.  What if my letter of recommendation was your life?  What if I pointed to the transformation in you as my credentials.  That really says something about me!  If I am going to an effective biblical leader, if I am going to be a true servant-follower, then I must have living recommendation letters.  I must have fruit that shows up in others.  Without it, I’m just a poster child, no matter what the resume says.

The Hebrew worldview is a connected community.  Everything touches everything.  What I do today has ripple effects across the world far beyond my lifetime.  Just think of the impact of that Man Who hung on the cross.  There is no such thing as an isolated person, a separate individual.  What Paul says about his letters of recommendation is just as true for us.  So, I ask you again, when you look at the lives of those closest to you, do you see the person that you really want to be?

Topical Index:  Leadership

April 5  for we walk by faith, not by sight  2 Corinthians 5:7

What You See Isn’t

By Sight – OK, so we walk by faith.  What does that really mean?  Does it mean that you have to pump up your God-feelings until you suddenly “see” it right?  Does it mean that you “just believe?”  How can I walk by faith when I still have to go to work, pay the bills, discipline the children and do the dishes?

Before we can answer these questions, Paul gives us a contrast that sets the stage.  If we don’t know what the opposite looks like, then we will never know when we are really walking by faith.  For Paul, the opposite is dia eidous, Greek for “through external appearance.”  Perhaps the first thing we need to do is look at the preposition dia.  It implies the motion of traveling through or passing through some place.  If I went from my bedroom to my kitchen, I would have to pass through the hallway.  The Greeks used this kind of spatial thinking to describe the passage of time.  So, they thought of the journey through a day like traveling from Athens to Jerusalem (there are some real philosophical problems here, but we aren’t going to deal with them).  If you travel through a day like you travel from one city to another, what will you see?  Well, from a Greek perspective, you will see all the appearances that the world offers during that day.  You see the weather, the traffic, the interactions of people, the markets, the menus, the world in motion.  You’ll see the agendas, the actions, the attitudes and the attributes of the world’s motion picture before your eyes.  Paul reminds you that what you see isn’t what you get.  To walk by sight is to act as though the appearances of the world on your journey through the day is all that there is to life.  It is to accept the surface as reality – and to make decisions according to that surface reality.

That’s pretty clear.  We can agree that life is more than what appears along the journey.  But now we have a problem.  I don’t know about you, but my eyes can’t really see anything but the appearances.  I don’t have spiritual rods and cones in my eye balls that can instantly perceive the deeper reality of God’s world.  God’s purposes are generally invisible to me.  That’s why Paul contrasts them with dia eidous.  I can’t see them.  They don’t appear through any ordinary sensory mechanism.  

Does that mean that walking by faith is walking with my eyes closed?  Is faith a blind leap?  Not at all!  I might not be able to see the deeper reality of God, but He can.  Walking by faith is trusting His sight – and making decisions based on what He says is reality, not on what appears to me.  

How can I do that?  Simple.  I follow what God says, not what I see.  That means I must know what God says about the appearances in my daily journey.  I must know what He says about the agendas, actions, attitudes and attributes of this world.  It’s not a matter of taking a guess based on the general platitude of “love.”  I have to know exactly what God says since I can’t see anything except the appearances, and some of those seem quite acceptable.  

At the end of the day, faith is hearing (shema), not seeing.  I have to become an audio man in a visual world.
Topical Index:  Faith

April 6  I will bear the indignation of the Lord because I have sinned against Him, until He pleads my case and executes justice for me.  He will bring me out to the light, and I will see His righteousness.  Micah 7:9

The God of Justice (1)

Bear – God is just.  We acknowledge the absolute truth of this claim.  After all, doesn’t Abraham say, “Shall not the Judge of the all the earth deal justly?”  No surprise here, until we ask, “But what does it mean to say God is just?”  Then we begin to stumble.  Certainly it has something to do with the law, with fairness and with punishment, but how do all these things come together?  I don’t see much justice in the world, so how can I proclaim that God is both sovereign and just?  Micah’s statement will get us started.

Micah starts where we must all start – with sin.  He uses the Hebrew verb nasa’.  This verb is used nearly 600 times in Scripture (that means it’s important).  It covers three different categories of meaning, but these three are tied together.  Nasa’ can mean “to lift” as one would lift a stone or lift up the face.  It can mean “to bear or carry” and is particularly associated with bearing guilt.  Finally, it can mean “to take away”, both in the simple sense of carrying something off or in the metaphorical sense of taking away guilt by forgiving.  Exodus 19:4 shows us just how important this verb is for understanding the role of God as the ezer (help-meet) of Israel.  God says that He lifted up and carried Israel to Himself.  This is more than empathy.  This is active support, assistance and provision.  

But Micah gives us the dark side of nasa’.  I will carry the load of my sin.  That’s where I start with God.  Until I recognize my real condition, God really can’t do much for me.  As long as I think I don’t need help, as long as I deny my guilt, God waits for the load to crush me.  It will.  It always does.  But too often someone will come along and tell me to “get a grip” or try to keep me from sinking.  That only delays the necessary.  The first step toward understanding justice is intensely personal.  I must bear His indignation.  If you try to defer or deflect, you prevent God from lifting me, no matter how noble your intentions.

It seems to me that realizing the Hebrew verb means both “carry” and “take away” is very important.  God cannot take away what I do not carry.  There is no way to lift off a burden unless the weight of the load rests firmly on my shoulders.  In Hebrew thought, these two critical actions are intimately related.  I cannot experience freedom and release if I have never experienced slavery and restraint.  What did Jesus say of the woman who wept over Him?  “For this reason I say to you, her sins, which are many, have been forgiven, for she loved much” (Luke 7:47).  God takes away in proportion to what I carry.  

In a world of instant psychology, we are quick to rescue ourselves and others from distress and remorse.  We pry away the load before it has accomplished its purpose.  Then God has to re-engineer life to bring us back under the burden.  We run interference and step on God’s plan.  Let nasa’ become personal.  Put the “I” back in carry, or God will have to start again.

Topical Index:  Justice

April 7  I will bear the indignation of the Lord because I have sinned against Him, until He pleads my case and executes justice for me.  He will bring me out to the light, and I will see His righteousness.  Micah 7:9
The God of Justice (2)

Indignation – The storm warnings are out.  There is a fury in the sky, headed this way.  This is the big one, a 5.0 tornado, a category 5 hurricane, a sandstorm that none will survive.  That’s the impact of the Hebrew word za’aph.  God’s fury has arrived.  Most importantly, in the Hebrew Bible, this is the first word in the verse.  Za’aph YHWH is Micah’s cry.  God’s storm is pouring out on me.  

Did you notice that Micah’s real focus is not on his personal guilt but rather on God’s anger?  I just might be able to bear up under guilt.  After all, I can always find excuses or resignation or denial.  Guilt is internal psychological distress.  There are pills for this.  But there is no remedy for God’s storm.  No denial, no excuse, no deflection can remove the lightning and wind that will destroy me.  There are no pills to keep the tornado from tearing my home apart.  God’s wrath is a cross no man can bear!

This recognition is crucial.  Our world would love to just deal with the guilt.  We could point to Jesus and happily say, “Oh, He paid for it all,” as though His death makes us immune.  We live in a religious atmosphere where believing is the equivalent of political endorsement.  Just put a “Jesus” sign on your car or wear a “WWJD” bracelet, and life will be wonderful.  We haven’t heard Micah.  It’s not guilt that he fears.  It’s God’s wrath.  My sin might produce an inner discomfort that I call “feeling guilty,” but it is not likely to place me in the hands of an angry God until I understand what justice means.  That’s a mistake Micah doesn’t make.  The first thing on his mind is God’s impending storm.  There is no avoiding the rushing disaster.

There are two results to za’aph.  The first is unsettled anger.  The storm clouds in the heart of a holy God will be unleashed.  The Bible calls this rage.  The second result is another emotional catastrophe.  Za’aph can also result in dejection (see Genesis 40:6).  There is a kind of hopelessness that comes as a result of those who refuse to act on the truth.  I’m not sure if God ever feels this way, but it wouldn’t surprise me.  Remember what He said about the evil of men before He washed the earth of them?  He grieved over their rebellion (Genesis 6:6).  Then the storm came.

One more look will cement the picture.  Jesus faces the same storm in the Garden on the night of His arrest.  “If this cup can pass,” is His recognition of the truth in Micah’s announcement.  The cup of God’s wrath is beyond bearing.  It took the life of the Son.  It will most certainly take our lives since we are far less human than He was.  

Justice begins here.  It begins with the personal awareness that God’s storm clouds are coming for me.  Do you want to know what justice means?  Are you willing to look into the gale and see yourself?
Topical Index:  Justice

April 8   I will bear the indignation of the Lord because I have sinned against Him, until He pleads my case and executes justice for me.  He will bring me out to the light, and I will see His righteousness.  Micah 7:9
The God of Justice (3)

Until – “How long, O Lord, how long?”  Until.  That’s the word ‘ad.  The phrase is actually ‘ad asher (“as far as when”).  I will carry the impending storm of God’s wrath as far as the point when He does something, not me.  Do you see that calming the storm, avoiding the disaster, does not depend on my action?  It depends on God taking up my case.  No matter what I do, the storm will come because I bear His wrath for my sin.  And there is nothing I can do to take it away.

Don’t get confused.  Asking forgiveness does not avert God’s wrath.  Begging for mercy doesn’t change the direction of the weather.  Unless God does something on my behalf, I am in for it.  Salvation belongs to Him.  Ultimately, it has nothing to do with me.  

We learn two important facts about justice from the middle of this verse.  First, we learn that God must provide the rescue.  He is the offended one and only He can bring about the reconciliation.  That’s not the same as saying that we don’t have to confess.  Once we realize our situation, confession is the only reasonable response.  But by the time we realize where we stand, by the time we see the storm clouds on the horizon, it’s too late to do anything but confess.  The rest has to be up to God.

Second, we learn that there is no rescue for those who have not embraced the consequences of their sin.  God doesn’t save those who think they can save themselves.  God doesn’t provide reinforcements to those who pretend they do not bear the burden of His wrath.  God lets them sink.  Why?  Because only drowning men know they need a savior.  Those who think they can tread water in the perfect storm haven’t faced their reality yet.  So, God applies ‘ad – until.  David knew the truth of the matter.  “Until I was afflicted, I did not follow You” (Psalm 119:67).  Pain has purpose.  Use it wisely.

It’s easy to think that God will come to the aid of all who call on Him.  We’ve been taught that  God is loving and compassionate, so we conclude that this must mean He would never turn away from anyone in trouble.  We see only one side of the coin.  Mercy depends on wrath.  If you don’t like the pain, you will never experience the gain.  God told Jeremiah not to pray for Israel before He sent them into captivity.  Why?  Because they thought treading water would save them.  It’s very easy today to pretend that God will not arrive in the storm clouds.  We have been seduced by the “kindly old grandfather” theology.  Our morality is mixed up with a doctrine of fairness.  But Micah is beginning to clear our confusion.  God isn’t fair; He’s just.  And justice is tied to “until” He acts.

Is there a storm in your life?  Have you tried to hold your breath under the waves?  Do you see that your salvation is delayed until He acts?  What good is your remorse now?  Rescue is God’s choice to act, not mine to demand.

Topical Index:  Justice

April 9  I will bear the indignation of the Lord because I have sinned against Him, until He pleads my case and executes justice for me.  He will bring me out to the light, and I will see His righteousness.  Micah 7:9
The God of Justice (4) 

Pleads – You’re caught.  You are arrested and charged.  There’s not much point in resisting since you know you are guilty.  You stand before the judge, ashamed and humiliated.  What can you do?  There is no way out of this unless someone pleads your case.  But who would plead the case of a man who has already confessed to the crime?  Actually, only one person could do such a thing – the injured party.  The only person able to speak for the criminal is the victim.

That’s the scenario in Micah’s courtroom description.  I have offended the Most High God.  He is the injured party.  There is no question about my guilt.  Therefore, only He is able to take up my case and bring about justice.  The law demands punishment, but the victim can plead for mercy.  If God doesn’t act on my behalf, there is nothing ahead but wrath and misery.

The Hebrew word riyv comes directly from the courtroom.  It means to conduct a lawsuit, to contest and dispute in legal proceedings.  God Himself uses this word to describe His accusation against idolatrous Israel (Isaiah 3:13).  Now Micah says that unless God takes up our sorrowful verdict, we are lost.  In the court of heaven, I need the best attorney in all creation, and that, of course, is the merciful Lord Himself.

This is a legal proceeding like no other.  God is victim, judge and defense counsel.  It may seem a bit strange to us, but this is the way it must be.  God is judge by right of creation.  He made it all.  He owns it all.  He sets the rules in place for the governance of it all.  God is also the victim here because, in spite of His right to require obedience, I have spurned Him.  I have refused to live according to the decrees of the Owner of all.  He is the injured party in this proceeding.

But Micah also tells me that God is the defense counsel.  I discover that God is not simply the moral policeman of the universe.  He is exactly as He describes Himself in Exodus 34:6 – compassionate and full of mercy.  God steps in to plead my case when there is absolutely no excuse for my actions.  

So, what does pleading mean when I am a confessed criminal?  From my perspective, it can only mean one thing – a cry for a merciful verdict.  In these circumstances, that’s all I could come up with.  That, however, is not God’s way.  God’s way is amazingly controversial, completely unanticipated and absolutely unique.  The victim voluntarily dies in the place of the guilty.  This is the whole creation turned upside-down.  Nothing could have prepared us for this solution.  The law is upheld. The judge is satisfied.  The guilty are forgiven.  Mercy triumphs over wrath without compromising justice.

This might be a good day to praise the God Who died in your place.  It’s the only reason you are free.

Topical Index:  Justice

April 10  I will bear the indignation of the Lord because I have sinned against Him, until He pleads my case and executes justice for me.  He will bring me out to the light, and I will see His righteousness.  Micah 7:9
The God of Justice (5) 

Justice – Justice at last.  The path to justice includes experiencing my guilt, carrying the impending storm of God’s wrath, waiting for God to act and discovering that the holy Victim stands in my place.  Now we come to the summary word, mishpat.  

Actually, mishpat is the end result of justice.  It is the legal decision, the proper claim and the correct verdict.  Insofar as it is the result of the legal proceeding, it summarizes justice, but it does so in a very practical way.  A mishpat is not an ethical theory.  It’s not a legal opinion.  It is an executed judgment.  In the Hebraic mind, the mishpat is the action of rectitude.  This is God’s intended goal for His people (see Jeremiah 7:5) – to do what is right before Him.  

In our world, executing justice is often quite confusing.  It seems that in many cases we simply don’t know what is the right thing to do.  Our view of justice is so mingled with the fairness doctrine, the “rights” philosophy and the blameless society that we walk away from case after case shaking our heads in disbelief.  We know that the system failed us.  We have an inner sense of injured conscience.  But we don’t quite know where we missed the mark.  It’s just one big muddle.

Micah (and God) calls us back to the original design.  The solution to our muddle is really simple.  Give up trying to figure it out.  Abandon the Greek idea that reason alone can bring sanity and sanctification.  No man is able to know the final truth in a world of dynamic relationships.  If we want justice, we will have to turn over the legal proceedings to God.  We will have to listen to His ethical instructions and adopt them as our own.  Will a man negotiate with God?  Apparently, we think so.  We systematically ignore the clear directions God gives regarding everything from education to execution.  We believe in ourselves.  So, we try to figure it all out through legislation and case law.  What insane arrogance!

The end of justice takes us right back to the beginning.  How long will I bear the indignation of the Lord?  As long as I continue to act as though His judgments do not matter any more.  I can pretend that God has grown up and put the legislation of morality in the hands of those who have earned their degrees in the subject, but to do so insults the King of creation.  How long will I bear His indignation?  As long as it takes me to realize that my version of “legally correct” is a pitiful proclamation of self-independence.  As long as legal technicalities prevent proper execution of God’s moral standards.  As long as I think that I can change the law to fit my desires.

Justice finally belongs only to God.  It is nothing more than doing what He deems to be right.  Maybe Micah wasn’t far removed from the commentator in Ecclesiastes.  “Fear God and keep His commandments.  For this is the whole duty of humanity.  For God will bring every deed into judgment.”

Topical Index:  Justice
April 11  I will bear the indignation of the Lord because I have sinned against Him, until He pleads my case and executes justice for me.  He will bring me out to the light, and I will see His righteousness.  Micah 7:9
The God of Justice (6)
Will Bring Me Out – There is nothing more destructive than secrets.  In fact, you can probably measure the depth of your walk with God by the absence of secrets in your life.  The more we hide in the closets, the less we find that perfect peace God promises.  In this verse, Micah tells us that God’s justice includes bringing us into the light.  God intends to expose who we are.

If that sounds terrifying to you, you’re not alone.  In a world where personal reputation plays an enormous part in self-identity, most of us have more than a few things we would just as soon keep in the dark.  Just thinking about exposing the secrets of our shattered lives sends shock waves of humiliation through us.  We can’t imagine the shame and embarrassment we would have to endure if everything about our lives came to light.  That’s why we need to pay very close attention to what Micah says.

First, we notice that God is the active agent here.  In Hebrew, it is yotsi.eni la.or (He will bring me out to the light).  The basic verb (yotset) has dozens of nuances surrounding the idea of go out or come in.  Did you notice that the verb has a dynamic continuum of motion?  It represents the movement, not the direction, so “going out” or “coming in” are tied together in the same kind of motion.  It is God’s action that carries me out or in.  I don’t do this myself.  In fact, I am almost incapable of doing this.  After all, I bear His wrath because of my sin.  Not only must God plead my case, He must also act as my transporter.  If He doesn’t take me into the light, I will never get there.

Second, when I come out into the light, I do not see a purified “me”.  I am not suddenly transformed into a dazzling white, sinless person.  No, what I see is God’s righteousness, not mine.  Why?  Because the righteousness that I experience in the light is alien to me.  It doesn’t belong to me.  It belongs to God.  When He pleads my case and carries me into the light, when my secret sins are burned away by His holiness, then what is left is His righteousness.  God deals with my sin by ushering me into His blamelessness.  I am guilty of acting against His will.  He knows that.  But God acts as my advocate.  He executes justice for me by taking the punishment on Himself and, in the process, He leads me into the light of His holiness.  In the end, justice is only about the holy God of Israel.  I am either carried into His blamelessness or I fall under His indignation.  There is no other option.

So, what happens to those secrets?  God deals with them as only He can.  That does not mean that He won’t use someone else as part of this movement into the light.  He will do precisely what is necessary to bring me out of the dark.  But only He can do this.  No self-help regimen, no therapy, no confessional, no accountability group will ever remove the grip of the secrets in my life until God brings me out of the dark.  And when He does being me out, I am a witness to His amazing grace.
Topical Index:  Justice

April 12  “Vengeance and retribution belong to Me; in due time their foot will slip; for the day of their calamity is near; and the things prepared are hurrying for them.”  Deuteronomy 32:35

Et too

In Due Time – God will avenge.  Great!  When?  “In due time.”  So, what time is that?  Coming to terms with the way God deals with retribution is not always easy because God’s view of “due time” is often quite far removed from our view.

The Hebrew, le et, is entirely contextual.  You see, the basic Hebrew word for time, et, is really not very specific.  It can mean a specific time of occurrence, or a general sense of time, or a specific date, or a part of a day, or a duration of time in the past, present or future.  The famous passage in Ecclesiastes uses this word nineteen times (Ecclesiastes 3:1-3).  In general, the Hebrew view of time is given its context from the perspective of the author.  So, et can designate the “proper” time in Proverbs and be used for an “uncertain” time in Ecclesiastes (see 9:11).  This is a very flexible word indeed.

That doesn’t make us feel very good when it comes to dealing with those who abuse us.  We would like God to use et in the same sense that we expect a speedy trial and verdict.  We don’t want retribution to be delayed.  But, of course, we don’t see things from God’s perspective.  If we were to execute vengeance with summary dispatch, there is no telling how much chaos we would ultimately cause in the moral governance of the universe.  It’s so much better to leave it in God’s hands!

However, if we leave it in God’s hands, that means we are required to wait until He decides it is due time.  For Abraham, that was 400 years.  For the coming of the Messiah, it was thousands.  While God is never late, His version of “due time” often arrives long after we are gone from the scene.  The patience of Job is not simply a virtue.  With God, it is a requirement!

Of course, sometimes the verdict is instantaneous.  Nebuchadnezzar discovered in an instant that pride comes before a mighty fall.  So did Ananias and Sapphira.  Others experienced some reprieve.  Lot and his family, David and Bathsheba, Tamar and Judah, Jonah, Peter and Paul all knew God’s retribution delayed in order to bring about repentance or rescue.  When we think about it, most of us are probably in this camp.  We really are glad that God doesn’t execute revenge immediately.  Since we are in desperate need of His delay, maybe we need to take the same view toward those who are our enemies.  They deserve the same et too.

The lesson embedded in this critical verse in the Torah is this:  I either trust that God is indeed sovereign and is fully in charge of justice in the world, or I deny God’s sovereignty and decide to act as my own avenger.  If I allow God the right to be God, then I am assured that the evil will be punished, but I am not given any right to expect it now.  Unless God specifically provides for social justice according to His laws, I will have to wait, remembering that waiting is a function of grace, for me and for my enemies.  God guarantees the what and the when, in due time.

Topical Index:  Justice

April 13  “I regret that I have made Saul king, for he has turned back from following Me and has not carried out My commands.”  1 Samuel 15:11

Who Would Be King?

Regret – It was a triumph of self-determination, and a tragedy of spiritual disintegration.  The man who would be king decided that his interpretation of God’s command was good enough.  That decision precipitated his downfall and the kingdom was removed from him.  

God instructed Samuel to anoint Saul king.  But Saul made one mistake, a mistake that seemed insignificant at the time but had disastrous consequences.  God sent Saul to eradicate the Amalekites.  God’s command was terrifying clear.  “Kill them all.”  Saul, however, determined that a few were good enough to spare.  So, the best of the sheep, the best of the cattle and the best of the people were spared.  Why did Saul decide that God really didn’t mean what He said?  Saul believed that he understood economics.  Why waste the best?  Why destroy something that had real, immediate value?  After all, God has plenty.  What does it really matter if a few of the very best are retained for future use?  Saul even rationalizes his action by claiming that he preserved the best “for sacrifice to God.”  Doesn’t that make it all right?  After all, it’s for a religious purpose.

Saul didn’t understand the enormity of his disobedience.  It looked like such a small thing.  But he was king, and God expects those whom He anoints to act in absolute obedience.  God says that He regrets making Saul king.  The word is naham.  The word has a wide umbrella of related meanings.  Comfort, pity, avenge, regret, console, revenge and grieve all come from this root.  All of these meanings are tied to a deep emotional distress that results in outward action.  God’s grief over Saul’s failure resulted in immediate consequences.  In the same way, naham expresses God’s immediate, comforting response to the distress of His people (Psalm 119:82).  Saul experienced one side of naham.  Hopefully, we will experience the other side.

There is a terrifying lesson in this historical event.  God appoints with the expectation of obedience.  Those who do not fulfill His commands are removed from the appointed office.  Sometimes, there is no second chance.  Proverbs tells us that there is a way that appears right in the eyes of a man, but the end of it is destruction.  That’s Saul’s life in a nutshell.  He was king.  He was in command.  What he did appeared right to him.  In fact, he even argues that he has fulfilled God’s command.  It never crosses his mind that he only did some of what God instructed because, for Saul, some was good enough.  

Has God appointed you?  Are you called to a particular task or role or office in the Body?  Has God given you an assignment to carry out?  Then you are in the place of Saul, for you are the one who would be king.  This is very dangerous ground, not because fulfilling God’s orders is confusing or difficult.  It is dangerous ground because it is so easy to think that our interpretation of what God says is good enough.  It is dangerous ground because we are likely to see something “good” in what we are to utterly destroy, and keep it for our own purposes.  Have you really taken God seriously?  Have you put all of His command into action, without hesitation?  Or would you rather be king in your own eyes?

Topical Index: Leadership

April 14  For they have refreshed my spirit and yours.  Therefore acknowledge such men.  1 Corinthians 16:18

Thoroughly
Acknowledge – How do you treat those who are instrumental in lifting you up?  If you read this verse in the Greek, it might change your actions.  The word is epiginosko, an intensified verb from ginosko (to know).  We might think that acknowledging those who encourage us means nothing more than mentioning them in conversation or saying a few prayers on their behalf.  But Paul’s choice of verbs would put that kind of thinking to shame.  Epiginosko is far more intimate.  It means “to know completely, to care for, cherish and actively approve.”  Paul tells us that he did precisely this with the people in his life who refreshed him.  He encourages his readers to do the same.

All we have to do to see the depth of this word is recall Paul’s Hebrew heritage.  Every Hebrew knew that shalom (peace) was the highest priority in human relationships.  That’s because shalom covered the gamut of prosperity, health, well-being and peace.  If I really care about you, then I care about everything that meets you on your journey through life.  If shalom is my goal for you, then I must be thoroughly involved with you.  Do you need something?  How can I help?  Do your circumstances require my involvement?  Where can I meet you?  Is something or someone burdening you?  What can I do?  Acknowledgement is far more than a footnote at the bottom of the page giving the correct citation.  Footnotes to your life won’t do much to bring about shalom.  If I want epiginosko to be a reality, then I will have to act out the second greatest commandment.  I will need to love you as my neighbor.

So much of today’s culture pushes us in the opposite direction.  We practice distance endorsement.  In a world uncomfortable with genuine intimacy, it’s far “safer” to not get involved.  So, we become proxy Christians.  Sure, we might make an occasional contribution or send a reference letter or a greeting card, but don’t expect us to actually pick up a piece of someone else’s life for them.  After all, we have our own issues to deal with.  In our world, privacy and separation are highly prized and avidly pursued.  We are kings in our own castles and we aren’t about to let others cross the moat easily.  

Paul would be dismayed and distressed.  No wonder our churches seem less thrilling than a football game, less unified than fans at a playoff.  The truth is this:  we really don’t know each other – and we really don’t want to.  In the Greek post-modern world, we not only maintain our own castles, we are completely occupied with internal castle issues.  There just isn’t any time or energy for involvement in the lives of those outside the walls.  We haven’t figured out that true Christianity doesn’t live in castles.  It lives in busy streets and town squares where life is constantly bumping into other people.

Today, you can pull up the draw bridge and shut the door, or, you can care for and cherish someone who brought shalom to you.  You can protect yourself, or you can provide for another.  Which will it be?

Topical Index:  Community
April 15  Peace be to the brethren, and love with faith, from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  Ephesians 6:23

James and Paul

With – You wouldn’t think there was much to make from a preposition, but you might be wrong.  You see, Paul is unusually particular about using his Greek prepositions in deliberate ways.  The result is quite revealing, as we shall see.

There are two prepositions in Greek that could be translated “with.”  They are syn and meta.  In most cases, there is hardly any difference between them – except when Paul uses them.  Paul never uses meta when he describes our personal union with Christ.  For that expression, he always uses syn.  But when he describes other close associations and circumstances, he always uses meta.  So, we can conclude that for Paul there was a difference between the kind of relationship a believer has with Christ and the kind of relationships that someone has with other people and circumstances.  Now that you know this about Paul, which Greek preposition do you suppose he uses here?  It would be meta, of course.  

Since Paul is not using the preposition of intimate personal union, what does he imply with this unusual phrase “love meta faith?”  How can love be with faith?  What does Paul mean when he implies that love is in close association with faith?  It’s not quite what we usually think.  For the answer, we need to look to James. 

Both James and Paul have a Hebrew perspective on love and faith.  Both of them know that love is a verb.  It is benevolent action toward another at cost to myself.  And both of them know that faith is also a verb.  Faith is not some set of statements that I believe.  Faith is doing what is right before God.  Faith is the fulfillment of the covenant obligation, the demonstration of my fidelity to my Lord.  James tells us that whatever is not of faith is sin.  Now we can see why.  Whatever is not of the verb “faith,” is disobedience, and, of course, disobedience is sin.  Paul has the same perspective.  Since both words in Hebrew would be verbs, whatever the relationship between love and faith will be active, not merely cognitive.

Now we can understand what Paul might have in mind.  Love in Hebrew (ahav) is the full engagement of a person on behalf of someone else.  It is the application of my mental, emotional and volitional abilities to assist, support, encourage – even to sacrifice – for another.  It is the fulfillment of the commandment to care for my neighbor as I care for myself.  If I do that, I automatically produce faith (‘emunah).  How is that possible?  Don’t I have to sign some creed or something?  No, you don’t.  You have to read Habakkuk 2:4 and Deuteronomy 32:4.   You will discover that faith is nothing more, or less, than the truthfulness of God’s character and actions.  When I get in alignment with those, love erupts from what I am doing – and you can’t tell the difference between the two.

Don’t tell me you have faith unless you have love – and treat both as verbs!

Topical Index:  Faith 
April 16  You prepare a table for me before my enemies.  Psalm 23:5

The Organized Life

Prepare – Preparing a table has special meaning in the ancient culture of Israel.  It was a sign of hospitality and a precursor to relationship commitments.  That’s why you will often find meals associated with legal and political agreements.  But in this psalm, the situation is uncharacteristically shocking.  No one would think of preparing a meal in the presence of enemies.  Meals are for friends and allies, not those who seek to harm.

Of course, the meal that God prepares is not for the enemies.  It is for the one who is in relationship with the host, God Himself.  This meal is a sign that, in spite of the threat of enemies, the covenant commitment between God and the guest at the table guarantees safety – and more.  The extras matter.

The Hebrew verb is ‘arach.  It describes arranging, ordering and preparing.  It can even be extended to the process of valuing, like setting a temple tax.  It’s used to picture preparation for battle, laying out something in order, preparing a legal argument and presenting a prayer.  But the picture that we want to look at is found in Proverbs 9:2, where Wisdom also prepares a table for those who seek her.  This verse in Psalms and the verse in Proverbs tell us something very important.  When we seek God and His ways, He engineers our lives so that they display the order He wishes, even in the presence of those who stand against us.  Wisdom calls us to “forsake folly and live.”  God invites us to the same table.  Let Him do the organizing, and the meal you will be served will bring you life.

It seems so reasonable, doesn’t it?  Of course we know that God is able to arrange all of our lives so that we are well-fed (we experience shalom) and we rest in His provision.  We may even believe that He is willing to do this.  But we still have to let Him!  We still have to take our hands off the stove, stop trying to season the recipe, get out of the kitchen and wait until the meal is ready.  When God prepares, He does not share the culinary art with us.  He does it His way, in His time.  It is a meal fit for a king so you won’t find it served at a fast-food restaurant.  In an age when we expect God to get moving, we have forgotten the art of dining.  He has not!

Are you hungry for a banquet, or are you going to be satisfied with a quick snack?  Life takes time.  That’s why the community of believers relies on the experienced wisdom of elders, not young men.  If you’re going to have the patience to allow God to prepare the table, then you will have had to live long enough to know the difference between chateaubriand and hamburger.  Either one may diffuse the hunger pangs, but only one will be delightful.  And God only serves delightful meals.

Letting God prepare is one of the most difficult things to do in a world that encourages immediacy.  But immediacy has a price – disorganization.  If you want shalom, you must wait for it.
Topical Index:  Shalom
April 17  “If a man makes an unusual vow to the Lord involving the valuation of persons,”  Leviticus 27:2 (translation Wenham)
How Much Is It Worth?

Valuation – “Lord, if you only do this, then I will dedicate myself to you.”  Have you ever said something like this, maybe in a moment of desperation?  Have you ever made a promise to God that involved some personal commitment on your part?  But when the crisis has passed, how easily we forget.  Leviticus recognizes our fickle nature, especially under stress, so, it provides hefty consequences for such loose language.  Leviticus tells us that we can redeem ourselves from such unexamined vows that would commit us to service to the Lord, but only at a price.  As it turns out, the price is very high, for a very good reason.

Yesterday we learned about the Hebrew word ‘arach.  The consonant root of this word is A R K.  With the vowel “a”, the word means “to arrange, to set in order.”  So, in Psalm 23, it’s about God’s setting the table.  However, when the same consonants are used with the vowel “e”, the word becomes erech, a noun that means “an evaluation, a value.”  Orderliness and value are connected.  What is in good order produces fair value.  Sloppiness leads to untrustworthy valuation.  If we apply this thought to the passage in Leviticus, we see something important.  When I make a vow to the Lord, I set in order something that has a very high value.  After all, I am asking God to endorse my statement and God’s word is worth a lot.  How much is it worth?  Leviticus tells us that a hasty vow can be redeemed according to the valuation of a person.  Since we aren’t used to this kind of language, we have to take a closer look at the context.  That’s not a problem because Leviticus spells it out for us.  The price of redeeming a hasty vow is determined by who made it.  This price was determined by the normal price of a slave in the market.

If a man makes a vow, the redemption price is equivalent to what it would take to buy a male slave, namely, fifty shekels.  For a woman, the price is about half this value.  For a boy, the price is twenty shekels.  If we convert this into today’s currency, we will be surprised to realize that the redemption of a hastily made vow of an adult male is about four years’ wages!  Let that sink in for a moment.  If I make a vow to the Lord and then decide that I really didn’t mean it, I must pay four years’ wages to the temple to receive redemption.  Why?  Because using God’s name as an endorsement is very serious business.  Perhaps we should be a bit more careful about the “deals” we make with God, don’t you think?  Perhaps it’s time to really pay attention to the details of our often blurted announcements.

There is one other point to be made here; one of even greater consequence.  If four years’ wages are required to redeem a hastily-made vow, what do you suppose is the value of a promise that requires the death of the one who makes it?  Jesus fulfills His promise by going to the cross.   He dies for what He proclaims.  What kind of value does that put on you?  After all, He didn’t die for Himself.  He died to redeem you and me from the penalty we were supposed to pay.  How much is that worth?

Value is tied to order.  God is orderly and so is His kingdom and government.  If you make the claim, you had better be ready to pay the price.  Jesus did!

Topical Index:  Shalom
April 18 “therefore all that they tell you, do and observe, but do not do according to their deeds; for they say things, and do not do them. “  Matthew 23:3

Lessons From Hypocrites

All – Jesus endorsed the scribes and Pharisees.  Yes, that’s right, He instructed His disciples to follow all that they taught – but not to follow the way that they practiced.  Jesus did not throw out the baby with the bathwater.  He observed Torah.  He implored His disciples to do the same.  After all, Torah is God’s instruction for living.  Those who think that they have a better way to manage life are in for a big surprise.  If Jesus is Torah obedient, do you suppose that His disciples are somehow exempt?  

The scribes and the Pharisees represented the best of religious devotion to God’s instruction.  They knew the Scriptures.  The problem was not in their teaching.  It was in their practice.  Jesus remarks that they lived for personal glory and honor.  What they taught was correct, but it was not correctly motivated or applied.  The true disciple obeys from a heart of humility.  The true disciple is a servant of all.

Did you notice that Jesus does not suggest selective obedience?  He doesn’t say, “Just observe those things that suit you.”  He doesn’t say, “Only follow the spirit of love in your hearts.”  He doesn’t say, “Just be full of grace and forget about the rest.”  He instructs His disciples to follow all that the scribes and Pharisees teach.  Why?  Because they correctly communicated what the Scriptures taught.  The problem is not the content.  The problem is the application.  Jesus castigates the scribes and Pharisees not for their theology but for their attitudes.  When He tells His disciples to follow all, He includes the whole Torah, observed with the proper attitude toward God.

Does this make you wonder about our contemporary notion that the Old Testament doesn’t apply to us?  When did we decide that Jesus really meant to ignore what the scribes and Pharisees understood as God’s instruction?   When did we decide that Jesus really didn’t mean that His disciples should observe all that the scribes and Pharisees taught?  When did we determine that we no longer needed to do what the Master did?  Do you suppose that all of this changed when someone told you that the Old Testament was just for the Jews?  Ah, but Jesus was a Jew, wasn’t He?  And our father is Abraham, isn’t he?

The contemporary Christian church has been trying to practice faith in the Messiah with at least one hand tied behind its back (and maybe with a leg cut off too).  Messianic faith can’t be understood, or practiced, without a full-bodied adoption of Torah, not as some sort of legalism but as God’s holy instructions for living.  If you find that your experience of the Master is not providing you with daring transformation, delightful execution and a rich sense of peace and purpose, maybe you’re trying to be a Christian without being a child of Abraham.  Maybe you need a change of diet.  Maybe you should be eating the words of Torah.  Jesus certainly did.

Topical Index:  Torah

April 19  Therefore, be imitators of God, as beloved children; and walk in love   Ephesians 5:1-2

Like Father, Like Son

Imitators – You would recognize this Greek word immediately.  It is mimetes, from which we get “mimic.”  What you probably wouldn’t recognize is how utterly different this word is from our Greek-based worldview.  Mimic is not what it appears to be.

In Greek-Platonic thought, the imitation is never the reality.  Plato held that the real world stood behind the imitations in our experience.  The real world was the world of pure ideas (Forms).  Most of the time, the world that we experience is just a vague and distorted copy of this pure world.  This thinking has had a powerful influence on all Western thought.  For example, it leads us to conclude that reality is really what God sees, not what we see.  It leads to the idea that this world is not my home, that heaven is the greater reality, that the soul is more important than the body, and a host of other dichotomies.  All of these dichotomies of existence stand in opposition to the Biblical worldview.  Maybe that’s why this Greek word, mimetes, is never found in the Greek translation of the Old Testament.  It sends the wrong message.

So, why does Paul use the word?  Paul has a Hebrew concept behind this word, and he uses it in a very different way than the Greeks.  For Paul, imitation is not about inadequate copies of reality.  For Paul, mimetes is a call to action – real action – not a description of something that is less than the real thing.  In other words, when Paul tells us to be imitators of God, he means to do what God does.   The Greek idea of discovering a hidden, real world behind experience is completely foreign to Paul.  This world is the real world!  This is the place where I exhibit my alignment with the Father.  What I do here is what is real.  For Paul, mimetes is not a word about the difference between the real and the copy.  It is a word about the similarity between a father and a son.  When the son does what the father does, there is a family resemblance.  The son is not the father, but the actions of the son can duplicate the actions of the father.  That’s what Paul has in mind.  We can’t be God, but we can act in ways that duplicate the behavior of God.  Paul’s use of mimetes does not come from Greek philosophy.  It’s about practical duplication of the character of God.

So, now that we understand that Paul is calling us to real, tangible acts, what can we do that duplicates God’s actions?  For that answer, Paul adds the little phrase, “walk in love.”  Any Hebrew would know immediately what Paul meant.  The Hebrew word for “walk” is a word that describes a continuous exhibition of character.  To walk in God’s way is to be consistently obedient to God’s commands.  To walk in love is to exhibit obedience from the heart.  Compliance doesn’t count unless it comes from genuine willingness.  Like Father, like son.  Mimicking the father is a lot more than just being compliant.  If I am going to mimic God, I must start with duplicating His heart in my life.  Paul tells me that I can do this.  He expects me to do this.  So, am I doing it?  Or am I just thinking about it?

Topical Index:  Obedience

April 20  The one who says he abides in Him ought himself to walk in the same manner as He walked.  1 John 2:6

The World According to Jesus
In The Same Manner – Here’s an interesting phrase: kathos ekeinos.  Literally, it means “according to the same.”  It comes before the verb “walk” in the Greek text.  This places the emphasis on the duplication of the way Jesus conducted Himself.  Of course, you have probably heard this exhortation dozens of times.  But have you ever stopped to ask yourself what it means?

The typical answer to the question, “What would Jesus do?” is based on some moral or ethical presupposition that fits our contemporary religious persuasion.  In other words, we are not likely to actually do what Jesus did.  We are likely to interpret what Jesus did through our own religious filters and then develop a principle of action.  So, we say that Jesus acted with agape love and we apply that principle to our own circumstances.  But what if John has something else in mind – something far more pragmatic and definitive?  What if John is not pointing us toward ethical principles but rather toward specific, obedient actions?  

John is a Jew.  By the way, so is Jesus.  That means that the word “walk” has a very special significance in the thinking of both John and Jesus.  To “walk” is to form a habitual pattern of actions that determine and describe someone’s life.  To walk in God’s way, the goal of every observant Jew, is to form a habitual pattern based on the Torah.  It is to do, over and over and over, precisely what the Torah prescribes in every circumstance of life so that eventually my reaction and my character are determined and described as godly.  Now, here’s the catch.  From a Jewish perspective, it isn’t possible for me to derive a general principle of life that will guide me to this conclusion.  I am intrinsically and fundamentally confused and belligerent.  The only hope I have of walking in this way is to conform my life to God’s revealed truth, not to my own conclusions about God’s truth.  This is precisely what Jesus did.  He conformed His life, in every respect, to Torah.  He walked in God’s way.

Not surprisingly, John recommends that we do the same thing.  Does that mean that we have to be puzzled about what Jesus would do in any given circumstance?  Does it mean that we need instruction books on contemporary Christian ethics?  No!  What we need is to bring our lives into compliance with the same set of walking instructions that Jesus used – the Torah!  If we are going to walk kathos ekeinos, in the same manner, as Jesus, then we will be as Torah-observant as He was.  How could it be any other way?  Jesus did not sin.  That means He must have been perfectly Torah-observant, right?  And if John tells us that we should walk according to the same way as Jesus, how is it that we generally ignore most of what He did to remain sinless?  John wrote this verse decades after Jesus’ ascension.  Does John imply anywhere that it is no longer necessary to walk like Jesus in observance of Torah?  I don’t think so!

Topical Index:  Obedience

April 21  Beloved, I am not writing a new commandment to you, but an old commandment which you have had from the beginning;  1 John 2:7

How Old?

Old – Just how old is John’s “old commandment”?  Does John start counting with the teaching of Jesus, or does his reckoning begin earlier than that?  Does John think that Jesus’ commandment, “Love one another,” is the beginning of a new way of living, or does John see a much longer history?  

If you listen to most Christians today, you would surmise that John’s “old commandment” was introduced about sixty years before he wrote this sentence.  Most Christians seem to think that Jesus introduced new material and that we are now to live according to this new information.  But John uses a Greek word, palaios, that means “long standing,” not “antiquated.”  What would we think if we realized that everything Jesus taught started in Genesis, not Matthew?  Then the “old commandment” takes on a different look, doesn’t it?

Consider this:  If Jesus is God, then the message that He brings while He is in human form is going to be consistent with the same message He provided before the incarnation.  How could it be any different?  God does not change His mind about the means of redemption, does He?  He does not alter His will about how the righteous shall live, does He?  So, Jesus’ teaching must be in alignment with the will of the Father from the beginning.  After all, don’t even the new testament writers tell us that the Messiah was slain before the foundations of the world?  That means that Jesus is providing corrective commentary on the proper understanding of God’s will.  In other words, God in human form is clarifying and demonstrating what God as spirit has always taught.  If Jesus is God, then there is no better person to tell us exactly what the Father meant.  

Of course, when we really look at the teaching of Jesus, we discover that it all comes from the Old Testament.  How could it be any other way?  Jesus is Jewish.  His sacred Scriptures are the scriptures of the Hebrew Bible.  His culture, religious experience and thought forms are Hebrew.  Jesus is the Old Testament man.  That means that if we want to understand the old commandments, we need to pay close attention to what Jesus says about them.  That’s the equivalent of reading God’s commentary on God’s word.  When John says that he is not writing a new commandment, he excludes any human addition to God’s will.  No man can add to the work or word of God.  Instead, John wants us to look back – way back – to the will of God found in the commandments we have had from the beginning.  So, my friends, it’s back to Genesis.  If you want to know what Jesus said, and why He said it, you will have to start at the beginning.

How old is the commandment that you follow?
Topical Index:  Commandments
April 22  “Is this not the carpenter’s son?”  Matthew 13:55

Who Are You?

Carpenter’s Son – Why were the people offended by the teaching of Jesus?  They certainly recognized His power and they were astonished at His authority.  But they were still upset.  Why?  In order to grasp the answer to this question, we have to know a little about personal identity in the Jewish culture of Israel.

Did you notice that no one has any problem associating Jesus with His profession?  No one asks, “Is this man a carpenter?”  They expect Him to be a carpenter because His father was a carpenter.  In first century Israel, the trade was passed from father to son down through the generations.  So, if you met Jesus at a networking event, and you asked the typical “What do you do?” question, you might expect Him to reply, “I’m a carpenter.”  That’s how we would answer the question.  But that’s not how a Jew would answer the question.  A Jew would answer the question, “I am a disciple of (someone).  I make my living as a carpenter.”  You see, the critical factor in personal identification was not the profession.  It was the connection with a rabbi, a teacher of Torah.  What a man did to earn a living was not nearly as important as who a man followed to learn Torah.  When the crowd exclaims, “Is this not the carpenter’s son?”, they are really saying, “This man has no Torah pedigree.  He’s just a carpenter.  Where did He learn all this about the Torah?”

We might think that they dismiss Jesus’ teaching because they only recognize His profession, but we would be mistaken.  There was nothing wrong with being a carpenter, or any other trade for earning a living.  They object because Jesus does not follow a rabbi.  He is not a disciple of someone else.  They object because He teaches on His own authority!

The Greek New Testament uses the phrase, ho tou tektonos huios (son of the carpenter).  But the people didn’t speak Greek.  They spoke Hebrew and the Hebrew thought is not focused on the presence of a profession but rather on the absence of a teacher.  No man stands on his own authority.  No man speaks for God directly (except perhaps Moses).  In their experience, every man who taught Torah stood on the shoulders of a previous rabbi.  Jesus offends, not because He is a carpenter, but because He stands alone.

This little shift in our thinking should cause us to ponder how we describe our own identity.  When someone asks you who you are, do you reply, “I am a disciple of Yeshua, and I work as a banker (or whatever you do)?”  That’s the way a Hebrew would think.  Why?  Because life is not about professions.  It is about getting into alignment with God.  Professions and trades are only those things that put food on the table while I study God’s Word.  They are the after-thought of existence.

In our Greek world, what we do takes priority.  Perhaps it’s time to re-evaluate that subtle language shift.  We are called to be disciples of Yeshua.  That is who we really are.  All the rest is merely the supporting framework.  Right?

Topical Index:  Identity

April 23  “The world is not able to hate you; but it hates Me because I witness about it, that its works are evil.”  John 7:7

Can’t We Just Get Along

Is Not Able – Did you really read these words?  If you go too fast, you might think that Jesus says, “The world does not hate you.”  But that isn’t His point.  The Greek expression is ou dunatai, from the verb dunamai.  Every word that is derived from this stem has the sense of power or capacity or ability.  It isn’t that the world doesn’t hate its own as a matter of happenstance.  It is that the world lacks the power or ability to hate its own.  It has no strength to discern what isn’t right about evil.  It’s like trying to see the shape of the dark in the dark.  The world is blind to its own condition.  

It’s no use in trying to show those who are part of the systems of this world where they are mistaken.  They don’t have the capacity to see it.  It’s no use trying to negotiate with evil in order to get some perspective.  There is no power to make a difference.  Nothing in the world’s systems provides any differentiation that allows someone to rise out of the mire.  When it comes to rescue, the world is utterly powerless.   If you adopt the systems of the world as your measuring stick, you won’t be able to tell the difference between night and day.  

Sometimes we treat Jesus’ radical claims with perilous indifference.  This is usually one of those times.  We think that we can operate in both realms.  We think we can conduct our typical affairs within the systems of the world.  After all, the world has a vibrant economy, a political structure, a kind of morality and a social fabric.  Those things work, don’t they?  We make money.  We govern.  We have high standards.  We love our friends.  What’s wrong with all that?  Why can’t we just get along – and still worship the King on Sunday?

Living in the dark might feel very comfortable.  After all, living in the dark has a kind of security to it.  No one can see you and you can’t see anyone else.  That’s the essence of tolerance.  Just leave me alone in the dark.  That way I can do whatever I really want to do and no one will see me – until someone comes along with a light.  If I like living in the dark, I will hate the one with the light.  But I will be perfectly content to have everyone else live in the dark along with me – just as long as I can’t see them.  We can all just get along quite nicely that way.

A disciple of Yeshua brings light to the dark.  That is grounds for instant hatred.  That’s not getting along.  That’s not tolerance.  That’s exposure and confrontation and embarrassment and humiliation.  The light shows everyone who I really am, and that is simply unacceptable in a dark world.

Jesus makes it very clear that the world will not tolerate Him.  So, what does that say about us?  Does the world tolerate you or me?  Do we bring light – and feel the pain of rejection and animosity?  Or do we just try to get along, keeping one foot in the dark?

Topical Index:  The World

April 24  The Jews therefore were marveling, saying, “How has this man become learned, having never been educated?”   John 7:15

Certified (1)
Become Learned – Remember what the home town boys said about Jesus.  “Isn’t he just the carpenter’s son?”  Well, something similar happened at the Feast of the Tabernacles too.  But notice, if you will, exactly what the discussion not about.  

These people marveled at His teaching.  That’s important.  They weren’t shocked or outraged.  They are overwhelmingly impressed.  The teaching rang true.  They didn’t ask the question in order to determine where Jesus’ theology went wrong.  They asked the question because His theology seems so right!  

So, if Jesus’ teaching is so powerfully clear and intuitively correct, where on earth did He learn all this?  That’s the question.  Since it is fairly obvious to everyone that Jesus is not the disciple of a great rabbi, where did all this wonderful teaching come from?  Actually, the question revolves around the implied assumption that Jesus has become a scholar.  The Greek is grammata oide.  You can see the word “grammar” here.  In Greek, this word is about what is written.  Couple that with the verb, oide, and it means, “to know completely and intuitively the written text.”  Of course, that can only mean one thing in first century Israel.  Jesus had an exhaustive and penetrating understanding of Scripture, the Word of God, the Old Testament.  

How was this possible?  Everyone knew that it took a lifetime of study to reach this point of erudition.  Everyone knew that only the oldest of rabbis could come up with this kind of insight.  Everyone knew that in order to teach like this, there must be a towering rabbinic figure in the background.  No one questioned what Jesus said (that’s very important).  They just couldn’t understand how He came to have such knowledge.  

Don’t make the common mistake of thinking that Jesus was uneducated.  Every Jewish man learned Torah from the time he was three.  Every Jewish man dedicated himself to being a student of a rabbi.  Every Jewish man sought to penetrate the depths of Scripture.  Jesus was educated, but what He taught was far beyond what anyone could imagine from the mouth of one who never sat under a great scholar or spent a lifetime in the temple.  Jesus didn’t teach like a student of another.  He taught as one who intuitively knew the Scripture.

What does this mean for us?  If the Jews recognized that what Jesus taught about the Old Testament was so authoritative and so powerful that it challenged all their presuppositions about education, do we have the same respect for Jesus’ interpretation of the Old Testament?  Jesus is God commenting on God’s Word.  Could there be a better source of explanation than that!  If you only had the words of Jesus commenting on the Old Testament, would you still be overwhelmed with His teaching?  Would you be amazed?  Would you weep at its power?  Or are you really just a Christian of Paul’s letters?

Topical Index:  Education

April 25  Jesus answered them and said, “My teaching is not Mine, but His who sent Me.”  John 7:16

Certified (2)

Sent – “You gotta’ serve somebody,” sang Bob Dylan.  He might have written that song for Jesus.  We are quick to assert that Jesus is His own authority, but that’s not what He says of Himself.  He serves another.  His message comes from someone else.  If you have a problem with the content, take it up with the One who wrote it, not the messenger.

Jesus answers the query about His authority in a way that every Jew would understand.  In fact, Jesus actually agrees with their implication.  Anyone who teaches for his own glory is not to be trusted.  That’s what the Judeans are concerned about.  Jesus seems to be vouching for Himself, so He assures them that He is not.  He brings proclamation and clarification of the Father’s teaching.  Of course, when Jesus answers in this way, He is claiming a special role for Himself – the role of a prophet.  In Hebrew thought, a true prophet never brings his own message.  He comes with a message from God.  In fact, more often than not, a true prophet doesn’t even want to bring the message because he knows that the message will be confrontational, demanding and dangerous.  But he is compelled by the Spirit to say what God wants said.

Now the discussion shifts back to the audience.  They recognize the power in Jesus’ words.  They realize that He speaks with an authority beyond Himself.  Then Jesus tells them, in no uncertain terms, that He comes as a prophet of the Most High.  Now they have to decide what to do with what they hear.  If Jesus really is a messenger from God, and all of His accompanying signs indicate that He is, then what He says carries tremendous consequences.  They cannot afford to ignore Him.

The Greek word here is not apostello.  In this context, Jesus is not an apostle.  That word means “to be sent forth, to send off.”  Apostello implies sending with delegated authority.  Here the word is pempo.  It means “to thrust out, to dispatch,” with the idea that the authority is retained by the sender.  When Jesus answers the question, He does not suggest that He takes the authority on Himself.  He says that He stands on the authority of the One who sent Him.  The Jews would have expected that.  The surprise comes in what the message says – that Yeshua is the Messiah.  They did not expect that.  So, now they have a problem.  Jesus comes with the proper authority, and the accompanying evidence, but the message challenges all that they held dear.  Some respond.  Most do not.

That’s true today.  Some hear what Jesus says.  They feel the power in His words.  They see the evidence.  They accept the message.  Most do not.  Of course, as Christians, we congratulate ourselves that we have seen the truth.  But have we?  Are we really listening to the whole message; the message that includes endorsement of the theology of the Pharisees, that observes Torah, that challenges our concept of a replacement covenant?  Are we putting all the emphasis on grace instead of obedience.  Are we really listening?  Or are we like that audience, not quite willing to have Jesus say to us, “The teaching is not Mine, but His who sent Me”? 
Topical Index:  Authority

April 26 “In repentance and rest you will be saved, in quietness and trust is your strength.” But you were not willing.   Isaiah 30:15

Counter-intuitive
Repentance and Rest – “But I gotta’ do something!”  That’s the approach we naturally take when it comes to crisis.  We want action!  Something’s got to happen.  After all, if we just sit around, nothing will change.  What we have ignored is the sovereignty of God.  What folly!

God tells us that rescue (salvation) does not come through our frantic efforts.  Reinforcements arrive through repentance and rest.  It just seems so ridiculous.  Everyone knows that doing nothing doesn’t change a thing.  We can’t stand waiting.  We want to see movement.  So, we push ahead – and side step God.

This verse is Hebrew parallelism.  That means that the second part of the verse clarifies and explains the first part of the verse.  So, the Hebrew phrase beshuva vanakhat  (“in returning and rest”) is explained in the parallel “in quietness and trust.”  Think about that for a moment.   When I work against my natural tendency by allowing God to act, I must put my trust in Him.  As soon as I jump to take care of my crisis, I yank the authority out of God’s hands.  In the process, I prevent Him from showing His grace, mercy and power.  Notice that my rest begins with my repentance.  Actually, the word is shuv, a word that is used hundreds of times in the Old Testament for the idea of returning to God.  Repentance is not simply confession.  Repentance is returning to right relationship.  It is coming back to obedience.  It is remembering the former days when God’s power brought me out of captivity.  It is recalling Who God is.  I can rest (nekhath) only because I have returned.

Now that we see the parts of the first phrase, we can understand the explanation and clarification of the second phrase.  Repentance (returning) is the same as tranquility (shehket).  It is calm in the face of the storm.  And it is coupled with trust (betach), the tangible sense of security and well-being that results from absolute confidence in God.  Now we see that returning to God results in tranquility and resting in God results in confidence.  It’s just the opposite of what we would expect.  We think that we will achieve peace and security through our effort.  We are fools.  Isaiah has only this to say about our stubborn resistance to the truth: “You were not willing.”  We were not willing to give up our myth of control.  We were not willing to come back to Him.  We were not willing to let Him take charge.  We were not willing to submit to His authority.

My friends, God does not help those who help themselves.  How can He?  They are doing exactly the opposite of what allows Him to provide for them.

Topical Index:  Help

April 27  Therefore the Lord longs to be gracious to you, and therefore He waits on high to have compassion on you.  For the Lord is a God of justice; how blessed are all those who long for Him.  Isaiah 30:18

What’s The Problem?
Longs – The Hebrew word chakah is a verb that expresses a state of expectant presence.  It’s hard to capture in English.  It’s like that sense of anticipation that children have before Christmas, or the delightful expectation that you might feel before a long-awaited vacation.  There is a particular emotion that accompanies this condition; a yearning for completion.  Did you know that God can hardly wait to pour His grace and compassion on you? 

So, what’s the problem?  If God intensely desires to fill your life with peace (shalom), why doesn’t He?  He’s the sovereign Master of the universe.  Who’s going to stop Him?  If no plan of His can be thwarted, and He is filled with chakah toward us, then why don’t we experience this wonderful existence?  The answer is found at the end of this verse.  God’s longing finds its completion in our longing.  Blessed is the one whose state of mind matches the mind of the Creator because, in that state, God fills the empty bucket.  God waits for us.

This is not a matter of faith.  Too often we think that God doesn’t act in our lives because we don’t have enough faith.  We think of faith as inner assurance or feelings of confidence (thank you, Melanchthon!).  We see passages in Scripture translated that way (consider Hebrews 11).  The result is heart-wrenching disappointment.  We just can’t get the right mental or emotional formula, so God doesn’t do what we so desperately want Him to do.  It’s as though we think that faith is up to us.  Well, it’s time to correct that damaging mistake.  When the man with the epileptic son said, “I believe.  Help my unbelief,” he expressed the true character of faith.  He desperately wanted to see his son healed, but he knew that he lacked the inner constitution to do anything about it.  Jesus healed the son anyway.  The healing did not depend on the father’s inner resolve.  It depended entirely on Jesus’ grace.

So, God’s action in our lives does not depend on our feelings.  We don’t need an extra-strength faith pill.  We need longing toward Him.  We need chakah too.  What does that mean?  Well, God’s chakah is described by a willingness to do whatever is required to bring redemption and rescue to us, including sacrificial death.  If we convert that into human behavior, our chakah is the willingness to do whatever is required to be obedient to His commands, including dying, in order to honor and glorify Him.  Then our longing matches His longing.  The combination is potent, so potent that nothing will stop God from pouring His grace out on those who share the same desire.

Do you want God to shower you with grace?  The answer is found in this question:  Are you willing to do anything to please Him?

Topical Index:  The Will of God

April 28  and have put on the new self who is being renewed to a true knowledge according to the image of the One who created him   Colossians 3:10

Dress Code
Put On – Fashion is a modern invention.  In the ancient world, most people never thought about what they would wear.  Why?  Because what I wore was dictated by my class position, income or profession.  You could tell who was who by the garments.  That’s one of the problems in the parable of the Good Samaritan.  The victim was stripped of identifying marks.  No one knew if the victim was a Jew or a Gentile, rich or poor, employed or a beggar.  And since the culture also dictated how you were to treat each class of people, being stripped of your identifying clothing caused a lot of confusion.

Paul uses an ancient metaphor in his description of the new man.  In fact, the verb he uses is literally about a change of clothes.  We are to put on (in Greek, enduo) new garments that match who we really are.  Why?  Because in Hebrew thought, the outer display is to be a tangible exhibition of the inner character.  I am to look the same on the outside as I am on the inside.

This kind of integrity is one of the most vexing issues in our world.  Men and women can look like just about anything on the outside.  Today, there is very little correspondence between my outer garments and my inner character.  Fashion has obliterated transparency.  Today, I can fool nearly everyone by dressing the part.  What’s true in the fashion world is just as true in the spiritual world.  I can look like the right kind of Christian by putting on the right kind of spiritual garb.  But not for long.

The dress code of Spirit-filled integrity is found in actions that cannot be easily imitated.  Paul gives us a fabric list - love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control.  Cut your garments from bolts of this cloth and there will never be a need to worry about the dress code.  Wear clothing of any other kind and you will always be found out, no matter how well tailored the fit.

Did you notice that Paul’s metaphor implies the collection of Spirit-filled transparent garments over time?  You can’t get a closet of these clothes all at once.  They aren’t for sale.  You have to gather them in your wardrobe through action and effort.  In other words, they show up as you are being renewed.  One day you are presented with an opportunity to demonstrate patience.  You didn’t expect to wear that shirt but there it was, hanging right in front of you.  Time to put it on!  The next day, in the middle of real crisis, you discover there is a dress cut from joy and a pair of shoes made from the finest faithfulness.  And so it goes.  Each time you dress with the fruit of the Spirit, the clothes fit a little better and the feel is a little more comfortable, until one day you aren’t even aware of wearing these new outer garments.  They are just who you are.  That’s when you notice the label:  Integrity without effort.

Topical Index:  New Man

April 29  And Moses assembled all the congregation of the sons of Israel and said to them, “These are the words which the Lord has commanded, to do them.”  Exodus 35:1

50% Church

Congregation – It’s quite common for us to refer to the church as the ekklesia.  That’s Greek for “called out ones.”  That is an apt description.  The church is called out.  But unless we understand the Hebrew background behind this Greek word, we will only be a half-church.  You see, there are two words in Hebrew that describe the assembly of the children of God, and ekklesia is only one of them.

Some time ago (December 21, 2007) we looked at qahal (Hebrew for “assembly”) and ‘edah (Hebrew for “congregation”).  Qahal is translated ekklesia because this word focuses on the two aspects of assembly.  First, it focuses on the fact that someone calls the individuals together.  Secondly, it focuses on the purpose of that call.  In other words, an ekklesia is an assembly called by someone for a purpose.  That’s precisely why the church is an ekklesia.  It is called by Jesus the Christ for the purpose of accomplishing His will on earth.  That’s pretty clear.

But there is another aspect to the Hebrew idea of the church.  That word is ‘edah.  It is the word for congregation.  It focuses on the singularity of the group.  It emphasizes that fact that the assembly of the children of God is not a collection of individuals but rather a single unit, undifferentiated before God.  Here’s the critical point: ‘edah is never translated ekklesia.  If the church is only an ekklesia, then it is only half of what God intended.  If the church is only about its called-out purpose, then it is only a fifty percent operation.

Think of it like this:  The outward function of the church is to complete the mission of the Lord on earth.  We are called to that task.  That’s what the ekklesia is all about.  If your chosen assembly of worship is not fulfilling the mission of the Lord, then you are not an ekklesia.  But, there is another part.  There is something more than just proclaiming the good news.  There is ‘edah, a word that describes the homogenization of the church, the undifferentiated unity of all the pieces.  Paul does have a word for this in Greek.  That word is “body”.  A church is not just the called-out ones with a purpose.  A church is also the unity of all the individuals in a single body.  

Paul’s thought is very much like the new clothes of the new man.  The clothing is the outside purpose-driven view.  The “body” is the inside unity of every member that gives shape to the clothes.  If you (plural) are an assembly, an ekklesia, without a body, an ‘edah, then you have only half of God’s design in place.  You will know that it is only half the story because you will know that there is something missing in spite of the purpose-driven activity.  You will know that the inside is empty.  There is no body under the clothing.

This is the biggest problem in the Western church.  The body has shriveled and died.  The clothes are draped on a mannequin.  There is no unified, singular, Spirit-filled manifestation of God underneath the activity.  It’s just outward, glorious emptiness.

Topical Index:  The Church

April 30  The Lord made garments of skin for Adam and his wife, and clothed them.  Genesis 3:21

Second Skin

Clothed – The first principle of atonement occurs immediately after the first sin.  That principle never changes.  It is this:  the innocent die for the guilty.  When Adam and Eve sinned, they lost something irretrievable.  They lost the original covering provided to them by God.  They lost the covering of transparency in relationships.  Once they were naked and unashamed.  Now they were exposed and needed covering.  But this catastrophic shift is not about covering genitals.  It’s about vulnerability.  Now they have something to hide.

There’s a lot to learn in this short verse.  First, we see that the covering that Adam and Eve attempt to make for themselves is totally inadequate.  Human effort to cover up broken relationships and vulnerability is as useless as leaves tied together.  What men and women do to hide themselves is hopelessly inadequate.  The truth of their nakedness can’t be concealed.

Second, we see that God’s action is the only adequate solution.  If God doesn’t cover our brokenness, we will remain naked and ashamed despite our efforts.  God has to dress us with a covering that only He can supply.

Finally, we discover the horrible truth of sin.  God had to slaughter and skin an innocent animal in order to cover the guilty.  The Hebrew verb, labash (to dress, to put on clothing), clearly means that God fashioned garments for sinful Adam and Eve at the expense of taking the life of an animal.  This is the first killing, initiated by God for the sake of guilty humanity.  This is the first experience of death, the first witness of bloodshed, the first smell of extinction.  Now Adam and Eve wear a reminder of the loss of glorious transparency.  Their second skin comes at the price of taking life away from the innocent.  In God’s divine economy, the innocent pay for the guilty.

Today, believers wear second skin.  Of course, we don’t wear animal hides these days, but we are all either covered by the death of the Innocent Christ, or we walk naked in the world.  We are either dressed by God, or we are exposed and broken.  There is no hope of making our own clothes, just as there was no concealing Adam’s sin with leaves.  If we have not been clothed in the evidence of an innocent death, we are naked and ashamed.

Just one more thing.  Did you realize that Adam didn’t think of killing an animal for clothing?  Adam’s solution did not involve the sacrifice of another.  Only God’s provision required the death of the innocent.  

Believers are called to follow the principles that God has written into the moral government of the universe.  This is the first one with costly significance.  The innocent pay for the guilty.  How have you made that a reality in your life?

Topical Index:  New Man

May 1  You made him rule over the works of Your hands  Psalm 8:6
Be A Man

Made Him Rule – David asks the question.  “What is Man that You should be mindful of him?”  David gives the answer.  It’s a surprising answer; one that should make us uncomfortable.  Man is defined in the same terms that define everything else in God’s creation – according to purpose.

What is Man?  Man is the one God made to rule.  What is Man’s purpose?  To rule in God’s place.

That sounds pretty good, doesn’t it?  Nothing better than being at the top of the food chain.  But hold on.  There is a subtle implication buried in the Hebrew text that radically alters our egocentric evaluation.  The verb for “made him rule” is mashal.  It means “to rule, to reign, to have dominion over.”  David echoes Genesis 1:28, but not with the same verb.  We don’t see the difference in English, but it’s there in Hebrew.  In Genesis, God commands Man to exercise authority (radah).  In this psalm, God causes Man to act as His representative.  The critical difference is in the tense of the verb.  In Genesis, the verb is an qal imperative.  That means it is a normal present tense command, like “Do this!”  In Genesis, God assigns a task to Man and expects him to carry it out.  But in this psalm, the verb is a hiphil imperfect.  Once you see the difference, everything changes.  First, the imperfect means that it is an incomplete or fluid action; something that goes on and on.  So, the first part of the answer to the question, “What is Man?” contains the idea of a continuous, incomplete (as yet) purpose.  In other words, you and I are not defined by what we have done, but by what we still have to do.

But that’s not all.  The verb stem is a hiphil.  That means it is a causative verb.  David tells us that God causes Man to rule over God’s creation.  Did you get that?  It is not voluntary.  I didn’t choose the assignment.  God didn’t create me to be His regent and then ask if I wanted the job.  God caused me to rule.  It was divine appointment.   Before the Fall, God assigned Man the task of ruling.  Now, David tells us that God places that task on us and makes us rule.  This verse does not read, “You created me in such a way that I am able to rule.”  This verse reads, “You caused me to rule, regardless of my desire.”  

What does this mean for you and me?  It means that we are responsible for the way that we handle God’s creation even if we don’t acknowledge God.  What is Man?  He is the steward of God’s assets whether he likes it or not.  Man was made for the purpose of ruling and God causes Man to rule.  So, you and I are held accountable for what we do with God’s creation.  Here’s the definition of what we are – we are accountable to Him.

God owns it all.  You and I are accountable to Him for everything we act on, with or through.  He makes us rule in order to fulfill our purpose.  And He expects us to exercise authority in the same way that He would.  You have been given the King’s signet ring.  You can’t take it off.  He will ask for an accounting of all that your hand touches.  So, how are you doing?  

Topical Index:  Man
May 2  Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called the sons of God.  Matthew 5:9

In Tune

Peacemakers – Did you know that the Greek word for “peacemaker” never occurs in Greek literature except in the Greek translation of the Old Testament (the Septuagint)?  That tells us something important.  The concept “peacemaker” is Hebrew, not Greek.  In spite of all that you have heard about Christians making peace with others and with God, the idea does not come from the Greek world of the first century.  It comes from a much more ancient world – the world of the Hebrew Bible.  If you want to know what Jesus really said, you’ll have to look at the Hebrew idiom, rodfei shalom, “those who pursue peace.”

You might think, “What’s the big deal?  It’s still about forgiveness and right relationship with God, isn’t it?”  Well, not exactly.  You see, the Greek idea of peace is based on the thought that war is the normal state of the world.  For the Greeks, peace is the absence of conflict, a temporary reprieve between battles.  That is probably the way that you look at peace with God – a halt to the war, a time of relief, in the middle of a battle.  If that’s your idea of peace and  peacemakers, then you are Greek.  This Greek idea leads to pursuit of the balanced life, where all the conflicting elements are brought under control.  Greek peace is that place where you no longer have to fight your way through all the competing entanglements of life.  If you think of your life as a struggle to get everything balanced correctly, then you are Greek.  You view life’s objective in terms of the absence of struggles.
The Hebrew idea of peace is quite different.  For the Hebrew, peace is about harmony, not balance.  Pursuing peace is about being in tune with God, not walking away from the fight.

Since God is in a cosmic battle with evil, the Hebrew concept of peace does not pretend to be about escape from the war.  Hebrew peace is fighting alongside God, in harmony with His battle plan.  Of course, Hebrew peace is also tied to shalom, the critical word for well-being.  But this is not well-being in terms of balance.  It’s not about getting everything under control so that there aren’t any disturbances in life.  Shalom is about harmony, singing the same song that God sings, rejoicing with the angelic hosts in the chorus, “Holy, holy, holy.”   Those who pursue peace (the peacemakers) seek spiritual wholeness and well-being, not necessarily an end to stress and disturbance.  Peacemaking is the process of healing wounds, first between Man and God and secondly, but just as importantly, between men.  Peace is the experience of harmony with God and with each other.  It is not simply getting all of your life in order.  In fact, life in this world cannot be balanced.  That’s what it means to be in a fallen world.  Things just never get completely under control.  They are essentially broken.  But that doesn’t change the Hebrew idea of peace.

The Greek goal is really a hopeless pipe dream.  Your life will never be balanced.  Something(s) will always be a little off center.  But God’s plan is perfect harmony in the midst of a fallen world.  In tune with God doesn’t mean no stress or struggle.  It means heading in the right direction.  It means centered living, not teeter-totter existence.  If you pursue peace, then you are blessed.  Keep going in God’s direction.  Seek!

Topical Index:  Shalom
May 3  for we are not ignorant of his schemes.   2 Corinthians 2:11

Hard Knocks
Schemes – Can you read the devil’s mind?  If you knew what the devil was thinking, would it be an advantage to you in your quest to be obedient to God?  Too often we think Satan attacks us by reading our thoughts.  But, according to Paul, we know something about Satan’s thinking.  We can read his mind, if we pay attention in the school of hard knocks.

The Greek word that Paul uses is noemata (plural of noema).  It means “thoughts, concepts, understanding and mental devices.”  Of course, the Biblical principle, “As a man thinks, so is he,” applies to Satan as well.  Satan thinks as a rebel against God, and consequently, his actions display every form of chaotic rebellion.  If I pay attention to the displays of his outward behavior, I can learn something about his thinking, and that gives me an immense advantage; for if I know how he thinks, I can be aware of his seductions before they blossom into reality.

Paul uses another crucial word in this verse.  “We are not ignorant.”  Unfortunately, most of us do feel ignorant about Satan’s strategic thinking.  We feel blindsided in the battle against evil.  We feel as though we get caught off guard.  But it doesn’t have to be that way.  Paul uses the Greek agnoeo, a verb that means “not to recognize or perceive.”  Do you see something important about this word?  It has the same root as “schemes” – noeo.  We might translate this as “we are not unthinking of his thinking” or “we perceive of his perceptions.”  

Knowing what Satan is thinking is not as difficult as it seems.  How do you know what another person thinks?  You look at the behavior and draw conclusions, right?  Only sometimes you are mistaken.  You read them wrong.  But that doesn’t have to be the case with Satan.  Why?  Because God’s Word tells you exactly how to read his thoughts.  His behavior hasn’t changed in millennia.  The Bible makes his motives and actions very clear.  If you pay attention to what God says about the father of lies, you will never be mistaken about his thinking.  You can play mind games with him and win every time.

What characterizes Satan’s thoughts?  For starters, Satan has a fairly limited arsenal.  He uses the desires of physical reality.  He’ll parade all sorts of tantalizing enticements before you.  He uses ego and pride.  He uses envy of possessions.  But the strategy remains the same.  We have all experienced these moves in the school of knocks.  We all know exactly what his schemes are because they have been a part of our lives.  There truly is nothing new under the sun.  And since we have all experienced how Satan operates, we don’t have to be in the dark about what he will do next.  He uses the same tactics over and over.  All we have to do is recognize his thinking the instant it happens.  Of course, that’s something we can’t do if we are playing by his rules.  But life in the Spirit brings immediate awareness of Satan’s deceptions because the Spirit knows the heart of every man (and fallen angel).  So, the more we listen and obey the Spirit, the quicker we perceive Satan’s thoughts.  Take the offensive!  Don’t let Satan dupe you into believing that you are in a losing battle.  His tactics are plain enough for any believer to see – before he employs them.  This is a battle you can win.  Learn from your own experience and you won’t be ignorant.

Topical Index: Spiritual Warfare
May 4  O LORD, who may abide in Your tent?  Psalm 15:1

Guest Worker Program
Abide – David isn’t confused about being in the Lord’s presence, but we certainly will be if we follow this English translation.  We will draw the conclusion that the follower who lives blamelessly has a permanent residence with God.  That’s what we usually mean by “abide.”  But that’s not what the Hebrew word gur means.  Unless we shift our thinking, we will miss David’s insight – and we will never understand Jesus’ use of the same idea in John 15.

 Gur actually means “to sojourn.”  Of course, we aren’t very familiar with this idea today, so we need a little help.  What it means is to dwell as a foreigner.  The foreigner did not have permanent residence status.  Technically, he was an illegal alien, camping on someone else’s land.  Nevertheless, provisions were made for these travelers.  They were allowed in the country as short- and long-term guests.  That’s why the same verb used reflexively is about seeking hospitality.  A foreigner needed the hospitality of the owner in order to remain in the land. 

Now we see what David is really asking.  His question is not about establishing a permanent residence in God’s presence.  It is about the conditions needed for God (the host) to offer me (the foreigner) hospitality and a place to stay along my journey.  I am an alien in God’s house.  I come without the requisite holiness necessary to take up permanent residence.  I have no claim on the land where I dwell.  Unless God grants me access, I cannot remain in His company.  This verse is not about settling down.  It is about seeking shelter as an outsider.  

In the next few verses, David tells us who qualifies for hospitality from God.  We will want to pay close attention to these qualifications for, without them, we are not welcome guests.  But even with the necessary qualifications, we are still only resident aliens.  God’s hospitality may allow us to spend time in His presence, but that comes only as a result of His generosity, not because I have any intrinsic standing or worth.  Do you see how powerful this little Hebrew verb really is?  It subtly underlines the fact that it is all grace – God’s grace.  In the midst of the Old Testament, we find another proclamation that God practices loving-kindness simply because He is compassionate and full of grace.  

Now think about the way that Jesus uses this same word.  John 15:4 begins His discussion of abiding with the thought that unless I abide in Him and He abides in me, I cannot bear fruit.  Apply this Hebrew insight and you discover that Jesus is talking about a relationship of mutual hospitality.  I must make room for Jesus to occupy my place, just as He makes room for me to occupy His place.  Jesus’ commentary on the biblical use of gur shows me that the relationship of hospitality works in both directions.  God’s allowance for me must be mirrored by my allowance for Him.  Abiding takes on an additional element.  It’s not simply that I occupy a place in God’s tent because of God’s graciousness toward me.  I must do the same thing, allowing Jesus to become the resident foreigner in my life.  Only then will I be productive because only then can we work together.

Start with David’s insight.  See yourself for what you are.  Then reciprocate with the Messiah.  The results are guaranteed.

Topical Index:  New Man

May 5  O LORD, who may abide in Your tent?  Psalm 15:1

Invisible Shelters
Tent – Once again the English creates a detour.  Yes, the word ‘ohel does mean tent.  But “tent” is hardly the appropriate sense of the word when it comes to the place of God.  In fact, ‘ohel is used in Numbers12:5 to describe the tabernacle, the dwelling place of God.  So, as long as we realize that we are dealing with the sanctity of the tabernacle, we won’t think of this as camping accommodations.  But that isn’t quite the end of the story.

There is another use of ‘ohel in Hebrew thinking that makes this word even more important.  In Hebrew thought, a human being is not a collection of parts.  When the Greek culture speaks of being human as body, mind and soul, this conception is utterly foreign to Hebrew thinking.  For the Hebrew, Man is a unity.  Hebrew uses the word nephesh to describe this unity of will, emotion, thought, spirit and action.  But Hebrew does recognize that this unity of human being has an outer representation and an inner character.  In fact, the goal of obedient living is to bring the outer exhibition into perfect harmony with the inner character so that what I appear to be to others is exactly what I am in relation to God.  Hebrew thought describes this outer appearance in terms of a tent.  My inner person is surrounded by an outer tent (my embodiment).  What I strive to achieve is transparency, so that there is no difference between what happens inside the tent and what you see outside the tent.  

Let’s put the metaphor to use in this text.  God dwells in a holy tabernacle (tent).  There is absolutely no discrepancy between God’s character and His actions.  If I am going to sojourn in His presence, I must strive for the same kind of unity.  My inner life must be perfectly in line with my outer actions.  You will see how David develops this idea in the next few verses where David’s approach to holiness is focused on outward behavior.  When we apply the metaphor to our own existence, we see that our embodiment in the world, the “tent” that we occupy, needs to be as transparent as the place of God’s presence.  In other words, when other people look at my outer behaviors, they should be able to see that I am sojourning in the presence of the Holy One of Israel.  They should see God through me.  

Who can enjoy the gracious hospitality of the Lord?  That’s the same as asking who occupies the present earthly tent in such a way that God shines right through it.  Our bodies are to become invisible shelters for God’s presence.  Now, if that sounds a lot like Paul’s description of the body (the tent) as the temple of the Holy Spirit, you shouldn’t be surprised.  The secret to sojourning with God is reciprocal hospitality.  It is to invite the owner to occupy the foreigner’s tent – to invite God to take up residence in my temporary tent while I am living in His land.

Today is probably a good day to examine the fabric of your life.  Can others see right through it?  When they look, do they see God inside?

Topical Index:  New Man

May 6  For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from works of the Law.  Romans 3:28

Credit Only

Apart From – There’s a restaurant in Mount Dora, Florida, where patrons pay whatever they feel the meal is worth.  You decide what you want to pay.  If you don’t like it, you don’t pay at all.  People are astounded, but the owner is quite happy.  It seems that most people really do pay for what they get.  God takes this idea one step further.  In the covenant community, God does not accept cash at all.  Wherever you go in the Kingdom of God, the only legal tender is credit, but only one kind of credit is valid, and you can’t earn that either.

Most of us couldn’t imagine going into a store that refused cash.  The sign at the register reads, “Sorry.  Special Credit Only.”  You’re shocked.  “Do you mean that you won’t take my money?”  “Yes,” the clerk replies, “we don’t accept currency in any form.  We only take one kind of credit.”  “What’s that?” you ask.  “Well, the only credit we take in this store is the credit given to you by the owner.  You see, he’s the only one who has a right to purchase, so, if he doesn’t buy the item and give it to you, you simply can’t get it.”

That’s the idea behind Paul’s statement that we are justified by faith alone.  We’ve heard this reformation phrase so often that we might not realize just how radical it really is.  It’s just as shocking as going to a store that won’t accept any form of your earnings.  Paul presses us toward this conclusion with the use of the Greek preposition, choris.  It means, “separately or without.” Paul argues that our justification comes by faith, separate from and without works.  No matter how good you are, no matter how much effort you present to God, it is worthless when it comes to reconciliation.  God only takes credit, and the only credit He takes is the credit He gives.  

When we have that firmly in mind, we need to rethink our understanding of the Old Testament sacrificial system.  Paul tells us quite plainly that God’s “credit only” policy has never changed.  Abraham’s trust in God is based in exactly the same credit as my trust in God.  That’s why Genesis 15:6 says that God credited righteousness to Abraham.  All of the Old Testament relationships with the covenant God are credit-only relationships.  The purpose of the sacrifices was never to placate God, to earn His favor or to demonstrate worthiness.  In fact, the very existence of a sacrifice is based on the idea that men will fail.  If I could earn righteousness, sacrifice would be unnecessary, wouldn’t it?  Since the Old Testament relationship to God is filled with sacrifices, it’s pretty clear that Old Testament men and women knew that their human efforts were inadequate.  Paul isn’t saying anything new here.  He is simply reminding his audience that God’s policy has always been “credit only”.  

Of course, men and women have always distorted this truth.  In ancient Israel, in first century Palestine and even today, people often act as though they can present their obedience and efforts and assets as credit before God.  They’re wrong.  God’s economic policy isn’t like ours.  Work comes as a result of credit, not as an attempt to get credit.  Isn’t that a relief?  God chooses you in order that you might obey Him, not because you did obey Him.

Topical Index:  Righteousness

May 7 For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from works of the Law.  Romans 3:28

Simple Ergonomics

Works – If I am reconciled to God by His credit-only gift, then what is the role of the Law?  If God chooses me before I am obedient, they why give the Law at all?  If justification is completely separate from my efforts, then doesn’t the Law just confuse the whole issue?

Here’s the shocking truth:  the purpose of the Law is evangelistic.  God desires our obedience in order that we will become His signposts in the world.  In other words, the Law is not for believers.  It is for unbelievers.  The reason we keep the Law is so that unbelievers will see what God is doing in our lives and turn to God.  By keeping the Law, we allow God to bless us and use us to reach the rest of the world.

This is the only conclusion that we can draw.  If the Law is not about earning righteousness, then keeping it has nothing to do with appeasing God.  God doesn’t need appeasement.  But that doesn’t mean the Law is useless.  Everywhere you turn in the Bible, you are exhorted to be obedient.  Jesus is no different than Moses on this point.  Keeping the commandments is critical.  Why?  Because unless you keep the commandments, you can’t fulfill the mission that God has given you as one of His chosen.  You can’t be the city on the hill, the light on the lamp stand, the salt of the earth if there is no difference between the way you live and the way the world lives.  In fact, you can’t be God’s human evangelistic instrument unless you live precisely according to His plan.  That doesn’t mean that you are just a good person.  God doesn’t need good people.  You weren’t a good person when He picked you.  God needs sinners who are willing and able to live His way.  God needs people who will follow the Law in order to be useful to Him.  

James and Paul agree.  If my faith isn’t exhibited in active obedience (works), it’s dead!  It’s good for nothing.  The purpose of active obedience is not to get me to heaven.  The purpose of active obedience is evangelism.  This is God’s simple ergonomics, from the word that Paul uses in this verse (ergon, Greek for “works”).  Ergonomics is the study of work efficiency.  That’s why we have the Law.  Following God’s plan for living is the most efficient way to bring others to Him.  Did you get that?  Evangelism is not about preaching the message, handing out tracts or running crusades.  That kind of evangelism is based in the Greek model of communicating information, what we call the “saving knowledge” of Jesus Christ.  God’s plan is not about communicating information.  It is about living transformation.  St. Francis was right.  Communicating the gospel is living in such a way that words are unnecessary.  If you want to see others come to Jesus, let them read your life.  And the only way you can do that most effectively is to live according to God’s instructions, in other words, follow the Torah.

You are saved by faith.  You are used by works.  Don’t confuse the two – and don’t ignore them either.  God saved you to use you.  Did you think that He rescued you so that you could go on vacation?  

Topical Index:  The Law

May 8  Do we then nullify the Law through faith?  May it never be!  On the contrary, we establish the Law.  Romans 3:31

Back to Moses

Establish – Christians tend to think that the death and resurrection of the Messiah means that the Law is no longer valid.  Of course, this conclusion starts with the erroneous premise that the Law has something to do with appeasing God in the first place.  Thinking that the Old Testament is a religion based on “works” leads directly to the current view that the New Testament is based in grace – and never the two shall meet.  Then we read a verse like this one.  Suddenly our conclusions don’t look so solid.

Paul uses the Greek verb histemi here.  It means, “to cause to stand, to confirm, to make permanent, to make enduring.”  That certainly doesn’t sound like the Law is no longer valid, does it?  In fact, Paul confronts this error.  Is the Law nullified?  Never!  Grace makes the purpose of the Law possible.  Grace confirms the Law!

How can this be?  Doesn’t the New Testament teach that the death of Christ is the end of the Law?  Doesn’t Paul himself say that Christ is the end of law for righteousness to everyone who believes?  Of course he does!  The problem is that we think of end as termination rather than fulfillment.  Christ is the fulfillment of what the Law is all about; namely living in such a way that God is so glorified that all the world will return to Him.  The Law points to Jesus Christ as the fulfillment of God’s redemptive plan.  Jesus accomplishes His mission and satisfies the condition for righteous credit.  But fulfillment does not mean finish.  It means filled up.  Jesus “fills up” the Law by showing us what it was intended to do in His life.  That does not set aside the Law as the means of evangelism.  Faith justifies.  Jesus paid that price.  But the Law sanctifies.  Without righteous living, God’s people can’t fulfill their mission.  So, says Paul, since faith brings me into the right relationship with God, I am now free to accomplish the mission God has for me – to let my obedience become the spiritual magnet it was meant to be.  Grace establishes the Law as enduring part of the plan.

God made several covenants with His chosen.  He established a covenant with Noah.  He established a covenant with Moses.  He established a covenant with Abraham.  The sign of Noah’s covenant endures.  Rainbows appear confirming it.  The sign of the covenant with Abraham endures.  The faith-nation of Israel still exists.  And God treats the covenant with Moses no differently.  The Law endures.  Jesus Himself told us that not one letter of the Word of God would disappear even if the world stopped existing.  

It’s time to set the record straight, at least for those who think that the New Testament has no regard for the Law.  Of course the Law doesn’t save us.  It never did, even from the beginning.  It was never intended to save us.  God redeemed Israel out of Egypt before He gave the covenant to Moses.  The Law has a different purpose.  That purpose is anchored in witnessing to the world.  Jesus showed us exactly what the purpose of the Law was when He lived a sinless life.  It was to draw all men to Himself.  So, is that what you’re doing with the Law?  Are you living according to the covenant to draw all men to God in Christ?  Or have you forgotten why God gave the Law in the first place?

Topical Index:  The Law
May 9  remember that you were at one time separate from Christ, excluded from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world,  Ephesians 2:12
Outside In
Strangers – Once you and I were a strangers to God.  Oh, God knew us, all right.  He wasn’t a stranger to us, but we were estranged from Him.  Paul reminds the believers in Ephesus that before they entered into a transforming relationship with the Messiah, they were standing far off from God.  But today things are different.  Today we are part of the covenants of promise.  Hallelujah!

The word Paul uses (xenos) doesn’t mean enemy or alien.  Of course, at one time we were God’s enemies.  But Paul is not talking about the change from enemy to friend.  He is talking about the change from outsider to family member.  A stranger was someone who didn’t belong, even if that person was a guest in the house.  Paul tells us that now we are part of the family.  Paul might be thinking of that great passage in Isaiah 46:13 where God tells His people that salvation will no longer be far off.  God brings salvation near in His Son, the Messiah.  The outsiders have been invited in.  

That raises an important question.  If you and I are now part of the family, what does that mean?  What family have we joined?  Paul says that we are now in the family that enjoys the covenants of promise.  The distinguishing characteristic of this family is that it has particular and specific binding agreements with God.  These are the covenants; contracts made between two parties that obligate each party to certain actions and commitments.  Of course, when it comes to the covenants with God, we find something very unusual about these contracts.  God makes the originating covenant with Himself.  That way it can never be broken.  His promise is guaranteed even if we don’t live up to our side of the bargain.  This covenant with Abraham set the entire process in motion.  This covenant had a promise attached to it, that Abraham’s line would be a blessing to all nations.

But Abraham’s covenant with God is not the only covenant with a promise.  There is the covenant with Israel (through Moses).  There is the covenant with David.  And then there is the new covenant.  We pay a lot of attention to the new covenant because we think that the new covenant is the covenant initiated with Jesus.  But that ignores God’s announcement of the new covenant.  The new covenant is announced in Jeremiah 31:31.  It contains an incredible promise, a promise that has yet to be fulfilled.  The coming of the Messiah inaugurated this new covenant nearly 500 years after God announced it.  The death and resurrection of the Messiah is the sign that the new covenant will be accomplished.  It is the evidence that God’s promise will come to pass.  It is not the end of the game.  It is merely the beginning.

Two thousand years after the inauguration, the sign of the new covenant is still valid.  We are still part of the family that will enjoy the promises of the covenants.  We have reason to celebrate.  And we have even more reason to want to know what those covenants say about who we are.  Right?

Topical Index:  Covenant

May 10  “Behold, days are coming,” declares the LORD, “when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah.”  Jeremiah 31:31
Change of Venue

New – You and I are part of the family of Israel and Judah.  We are part of the family by adoption (unless you are Jewish, of course).  We have been grafted in.  That means that this promise in Jeremiah is also ours.  The announcement of the new covenant applies to us.  The only question left is this:  what is this new covenant?

The answer is not as difficult as it might seem.  God actually describes the effects of this new covenant.  Of course, if we don’t pay attention to the words that He uses, we won’t understand what it really entails.  So, let’s start at the beginning (always a good place to start).  Let’s find out what it means to say that this is a new covenant.

The Hebrew word is hadash.  It is certainly the same word that Jesus used when He spoke about the new covenant in His blood.  It’s a crucial word.  When we look at other instances of this word, we discover something startling.  The word hadash is most often connected with the idea of the new moon.  In fact, in example after example, the word hadash is not about something absolutely new, but rather about something renewed.  It’s the moon seen again after a period of darkness.  It’s used to describe the psalms of renewal and the new song to the Lord (Isaiah 42:10).  It’s even used to describe the rebuilding of ancient ruins (Isaiah 61:4).  The conclusion is inevitable.  The new covenant is not a change in the content of the covenant itself.  It is a renewal of the covenant by placing the old covenant in a new venue.  The original covenant, the same one given to Moses, is renewed because it is moved from tablets of stone to inscription on the heart.  In other words, God is going to move the covenant from an external declaration of right living to an internal orientation toward right living.  Obedience will become a matter of the heart.

Isn’t this exactly what Jesus said?  Religion is not a matter of outward compliance.  It is a matter of inner submission.  It is attitude that generates action, not simply living according to an external set of rules.  Jesus shows us what this new covenant will be like.  It will be like total submission to the will of the Father.  It will be loving God with all your heart, mind and strength.  When Jesus says that He is the new covenant, He points us toward His relationship with the Father as the paradigm case of renewed relationship.  

But – there’s always one of these, isn’t there – this renewed covenant does not put away the content of the original.  The moon is not recreated each month.  It’s only seen again in a fresh way.  The covenant instructions, the right way to live before God, are exactly the same.  The only thing that changes is where these instructions reside.  Once they were written on stone.  Now they will be written on the heart.  Once they were external prescriptions.  Now they will be internal desires.  Under the new covenant, men and women will live according to God’s instructions because they desire to.  

There’s a lot more to say here.  Hold onto your hat!

Topical Index:  New Covenant
May 11  and that from childhood you have known the sacred writings which are able to give you the wisdom that leads to salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus.  2 Timothy 3:15
Training Days
Childhood – The next verse is the famous one.  “All Scripture is inspired by God.”  Of course, lifted from the context, the statement about inspiration is reshaped to fit contemporary theology.  That’s why we need this verse first.  Before we get to the doctrine of inspiration, we need to have the context of life-long training.  When Paul says that Timothy already has a long history with the sacred texts, there is only one book that fits the bill – the Hebrew Bible – the Old Testament.  What Paul says about those sacred writings should cause us to take a serious step backwards.

The first thing that we acknowledge is that Timothy never knew the writings of Matthew, Mark, Luke or all the rest of the New Testament authors from childhood.  Since those documents didn’t exist, it’s simply impossible that Paul has them in mind.  What Timothy knew was the Tenakah, the collection of the books that make up the Hebrew Bible.  Paul’s use of the Greek word, brephous (a newborn), makes this pretty obvious, doesn’t it?

Then we come to the second “obvious” conclusion.  Paul says that Timothy’s exposure to the Hebrew Bible is able to give him the wisdom he needs to lead him to salvation through faith!  What?  I thought that the Hebrew Bible was a religion of works’ righteousness.  Didn’t the Jews attempted to appease God with works?  The Old Testament is based on rules.  Only the New Testament presents the “salvation by faith” message.  Right?

Apparently the answer is “No.”  Paul himself, the author of those great letters about salvation by faith alone, says right here that the Hebrew Bible teaches salvation by faith, not works.  Of course, that doesn’t mean that men and women won’t misunderstand and distort the teaching.  That same kind of misunderstanding and distortion can happen today – and it does with any form of legalism, even if the words are about membership and tithing instead of about sacrifice and temple worship.  What Paul makes absolutely clear is this:  the real basis of salvation has never changed.  God’s plan is the same, from Abraham to John.  When Jesus expounded the Scriptures to the men on the road to Emmaus, He demonstrated that the Old Testament was a “faith only” document.  That’s exactly what Paul says here.  

This verse, coming before the famous one, is too often neglected.  But what it says is crucial.  It says that the Tenakah is sacred, inspired and absolutely consistent with salvation by grace alone.  That means, among other things, that the entire sacrificial system cannot be about salvation.  The sacrificial system is about something else.  The sacrifices do not save.  They never did and they never will.  Whatever is going on with the sacrifices, it isn’t about salvation.  

So, this verse should cause us to ask a very penetrating question.  If the sacrificial system isn’t about salvation, then what is it about?  And if it’s about some other aspect of my relationship with God, then why don’t I follow it today?

Training days.  Oh, how they disturb our nice, tight assumptions.

Topical Index:  Salvation 
May 12  “until heaven and earth pass away, not the smallest letter or stroke shall pass away from the Law until all is accomplished.”  Matthew 5:18

The Beginning of the End (1)

Accomplished – When is it all accomplished?  If you’re like most contemporary Christians, you think that it was all accomplished when Jesus died on the cross.  In fact, many English translations of Jesus’ final words (“It is accomplished.”) certainly could lead you to that conclusion.   What the translators don’t tell you is that the word here is not the same Greek word used in Jesus’ last statement – and the difference is very important.  The word used here is ginomai, usually translated as “become” or “come.”  You will find it in John 1:6 in the phrase, “There came a man, sent from God, whose name was John.”  The word means “to come into being, to become,” not “ to finish or end.”

So, let’s ask the question with the right verb.  When will it all come to be?  When will it all become reality?  Now we see that Jesus’ statement on the cross cannot be about the end.  Everything in the law did not pass away when Jesus died, did it?  We still live by the Ten Commandments, don’t we?  We haven’t thrown them out.  We still struggle to uphold the law of love, don’t we?  We still follow the instructions of Paul and James and Jesus.  Of course, when Jesus said that not a single part of the law would pass away, He didn’t use the Greek word nomos (law) either.  He used the Hebrew word torah, and as we know, torah does not mean Law, with a capital L.  That is another interpretation by the translators.  Torah means instruction.  Torah is all the instructions of God about how to live found in the first five books of the Hebrew Bible.  That’s what Jesus meant in Matthew 5:18.  None of God’s instructions will be set aside until everything comes to be.
Now we have a real problem.  It’s easy to dismiss the Old Testament instructions if you think that Jesus said that all those insights from God ended when He died on the cross.  But now you know that He didn’t say that.  Now you know that He said none of the torah would pass away until all has come to be.  What Jesus says is shocking to us (but not to His first century audience).  Jesus says that the torah is still God’s way of living.  You can’t push it aside just because of the death and resurrection of the Messiah.  Heaven and earth are still here, so the torah is still the standard.

That leaves us with an even bigger question.  What is the all in “all has come to be”?  For the answer, we have to take a serious look at the new covenant.  And guess what?  The new covenant isn’t found in Matthew, Mark, Luke or John.  It’s found in Jeremiah.  Jesus’ reference to the new covenant is an Old Testament reference.  Of course it would be.  After all, the Hebrew Bible is the only Bible Jesus knew.  

Are you ready to really listen to what Jesus actually says?  It’s the beginning of the end of a lot of things you thought were true.  But don’t be afraid.  It’s gloriously liberating.  Just wait until tomorrow.  Then we will discover just how old the new covenant really is.

Topical Index:  New Covenant

May 13  “until heaven and earth pass away, not the smallest letter or stroke shall pass away from the Law until all is accomplished.”  Matthew 5:18

The Beginning of the End (2)

All – What must come into existence before the torah ceases to be?  We have to know the answer if we are going to understand the relationship between the old and new covenants.  We can’t simply go on our way, thinking that somehow this new covenant is all grace while the old covenant is all rules and regulations.  That won’t work anymore.  We have to pay more attention.

So, we look for the new covenant in the only place that Jesus would have looked – in the Old Testament.  And we find it in Jeremiah 31:31.  “Behold, the days are coming when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Jacob.”  Certainly this is what Jesus has in mind when He speaks of the new covenant.  Now all we have to do is look at the description of this new covenant to see what must be accomplished.  Here’s what we find:  The old covenant was written on tablets of stone; the new covenant will be written on the hearts of men.  The old covenant needed to be taught to men; the new covenant will be understood intuitively by everyone.  The old covenant was practiced by a few; the new covenant will be practiced by all.  

There you have it.  This is what must be manifest before the new covenant is fulfilled.  So, what’s different between the old covenant and the new covenant.  It’s simple.  The new covenant is the divine action that inscribes the torah into the heart of every person.  When that is accomplished, everyone will know the Lord directly.  Then the external law will no longer be needed for all will obey Him from the heart.

Do you know when this will become a reality?  Sure you do.  It will become a reality when Jesus returns to reign in glory.  The new covenant is fulfilled when the Lord is ruler of all, and not before.

So, why did Jesus use the words “new covenant” to speak about His death and resurrection?  He used Jeremiah’s words because a covenant must be sealed with a sacrifice.  Just go back to Genesis 15.  Animals were sacrificed to seal the covenant with Abraham.  A promise of this magnitude required the death of the innocent.  A promise like this had to be written in blood. That is exactly what’s happening on the cross.  Jesus is the innocent sacrifice that guarantees the new covenant.  His blood seals the deal.  And when the new covenant is finally fulfilled, everyone in the house of the Lord will serve Him from the heart.  Jesus’ death inaugurates the new covenant.  He is the first fruit, the evidence, the proof that God will bring it all to pass.  Jesus’ death and resurrection point us toward the day when we will serve the Lord naturally.  But until then, until all has come to be, the torah is still God’s guide for living.

Now you have a new perspective on the death of the Messiah.  His death is not simply a substitutionary atonement for your sins.  It is the sacrificial seal, the guarantee that the day will come when God will rule over every heart and every heart will gladly serve Him.  Jesus’ death and resurrection starts it all.  It’s not the end.  It’s the beginning.  That glorious day when it is finished is still to come.  In the meanwhile, we have the torah.

Topical Index:  New Covenant

May 14  and all these blessings shall come on you and overtake you, if you will listen to the voice of YHWH your God.   Deuteronomy 28:2

Capital Gains

Overtake – “God bless you.”  How often have you heard that?  Now, let me ask you, “What does it mean?”  Is it just an expression of wishful thinking?  Is it just a polite greeting?  What if I told you that God has a specific method for blessing your life?  Did you know that He wants you to enjoy these blessings?  Did you know that you are the only one who prevents them from being realized in your life?  

Take a look at this verse again.  The Hebrew verb here is nasag.  It means “to reach, to catch up with, to overtake.”  What do you think that implies?  Isn’t it obvious?  God’s blessings are coming at you like a run-away freight train.  They are designed to overtake you as you journey along the way.  You don’t control the speed at which they approach.  All you do is get run over, or, step out of the way.  That’s the problem, isn’t it?  God designed His blessings to catch up to you and overcome you.  He designed them to pour on your life like a fast-moving rainstorm.  He planned them to bowl you over.  He engineered them to knock you down with goodness.  In fact, if you carefully read the section on blessings in this part of Deuteronomy, God says that His children will reap where they did not sow and harvest where they did not plant.  So, who’s responsible for all this overwhelming goodness?  Not you and me, that’s for sure.  

Now let me ask you the second question.  What happened?  If this is what God had in mind, why is life so hard?  If God’s blessings are aimed at us like a benevolent, spirit-guided missile, how come we aren’t exploding in joy?  The answer, my friend, is in the conditional clause.  “If you will listen to the voice” is the reason that we don’t get knocked down by goodness.  Of course, you know that the verb for “listen” is shama.  It means both “listen” and “obey.”  You see, God’s guided missiles of goodness take aim at the life of the one who obeys His instructions.  Disobedience is the sure-fire way to sidestep the blessing because disobedience causes you to step away from the center of God’s target.  The Hebrew word for “sin” literally means “to miss the mark,” like an archer who misses the center of the target.  Blessings never miss the mark.  God aims them at the center, pulls back the bow and lets them fly right at the target.  Of course, if you and I aren’t standing in the center of the target when God’s blessing arrives, we won’t experience it, will we?  If we are not following God’s instructions for living, then we will not be in the center of His target when He arranges the divine blessings of universe to overtake us.

Seems pretty simple, doesn’t it?  We follow God’s instructions.  He aims at the center of the target.  We’re standing there when the rain arrives.   We get dumped on.  How cool is that?

So, want a better life?  Then go stand in the bull’s eye.  Become the target of God’s aim.  (Oh, by the way, being God’s target also means that the world will do all it can to get you off-center, but that’s the other side of the story.)  Of course, that raises a very important question.  Are you really following God’s instructions?   I guess the best way to answer that is this:  have you been rained on by God recently?
Topical Index:  Blessings
May 15  and all these blessings shall come on you and overtake you, if you will listen to the voice of YHWH your God.   Deuteronomy 28:2

Rate of Return

Overtake – There is no magic formula.  In a world dominated by self-reliance and self-control, realizing that there is no magic formula is critically important.  It’s so easy to be seduced into thinking that I can manipulate God into delivering His blessings when I want them.  That’s the problem with the “name it and claim it” crowd.  They believe that they control the heavenly rate of return.  They don’t understand the Hebrew verb nasag (to overtake).

Take another look at this verse.  It implies that the blessings are not under your command.  God’s blessings are designed to overtake you when you are doing something else.  In other words, blessings arrive at their own rate when you are being obedient to God’s voice in other matters.  If you pursue the blessing, you focus on the wrong objective.  You don’t control the speed of the approaching blessing.  Your job is to stand in the path of the coming heavenly cargo.  How do you do that?  By obeying God’s voice in all the trivial things of living.

Does that mean that there is no place for self-interest?  Not at all!  It is always in my best interest to do God’s will.  In fact, God wants me to do what is in my own self-interest, because when I do, I am aligned with His interests too.  There would be no reason for God to tell me that He intends His blessings to overtake me unless He knew that I would be motivated by the result.  Self-interest is perfectly scriptural.  Of course, self-interest is not the same as selfish interest.  The difference is this.  Self-interest is being motivated by what is ultimately best for me.  Since my ultimate best is to be in perfect harmony with my Maker, I submit to His instructions about what is the right thing to do.  In other words, I can’t rely on my own perception of self-interest because I know that my perspective has been tainted with selfish interest, and selfish interest (even though it might appear to be the best way to achieve my goal) always moves me off the center of the target.  Consequently, selfish interest causes God’s blessings to miss me.

Since I know that I can’t trust my own perceptions (remember that Proverb about not leaning on your own understanding), I have to rely on God to tell me how to act in my own self-interest.  Don’t get confused.  So often the reason that we rebel and resist is that we think God’s instructions are opposed to our self-interest.  We hear the “deny yourself” sermons and we assume that God’s ways are tough and restrictive.  What we fail to realize is that Jesus wants us to deny our selfish interest, the things that stand in opposition to God’s true instructions about the way to get in the center of the target.  Selfish interest keeps me out of the bull’s eye.  The paradox of selfish interest is that I think I am getting the most out of life when the truth is that I am standing outside the focus of God’s blessings.

Do you want your best possible life?  Of course you do.  Then put aside your own methodology for getting there.  You don’t know what you’re doing anyway.  You can’t see the biggest picture.  Put yourself in the path of God’s blessings, not by seeking the blessing itself but by doing what God tells us to do in His instruction book for living.  Then watch out!  Blessings are likely to sneak up on you out of nowhere and run you down.

Topical Index:  Blessings

May 16  by the sweat of your face you shall eat bread until your return to the ground.  Genesis 3:19

The Un-promised Land

Sweat – So, how’s it working out for you?  Is life a struggle?  Are you eating bread by the sweat of your face?  Adam did us no favor by disobeying God.  Today, humanity is part of the life-long sorrow syndrome.  You’re born, you work all your life, you die.  That’s the implication in the Hebrew word ze’ah.  Staying alive takes a lot of effort.  We have to wrestle with the world to make it produce.  We can make it give us a living, but it “ain’t easy”.

Two important lessons are derived from this verse.  The first is that you and I are not cursed.  God’s curse for Adam’s sin did not fall directly on Adam.  The earth is cursed, not Adam.  This is crucial.  It underlines one of the dominant themes of Scripture.  Sin has cosmic consequences.  My sin is never simply about me.  Scripture makes it abundantly clear that everything is connected to everything.  Adam’s sin produced consequences for the earth itself.  God didn’t send Adam directly to hell.  He didn’t have to.  Adam created his own hell on earth by destroying the perfect harmony between himself and his home.  Sin produced a slow form of torture that Adam didn’t anticipate.  All the rest of his life he would have to struggle to survive.  He would survive, but now it would be a fight.  If you ever felt as though life is a fight, that you have to pry existence from the world, then you stand in Adam’s line.  Sin didn’t eradicate existence.  It just made everything much, much harder.

Of course, that introduces the second great theme – restoration.  Once you realize that sin brought us into the un-promised land, then you can appreciate God’s description of the Promised Land.  The Promised Land is a place where the curse on the ground has been lifted.  It is a place where the earth cooperates with human beings to bring about life in abundance.  What do you think that phase “flowing with milk and honey” means?  It means that in the Promised Land things happen naturally, according to the Garden guide to goodness.  God tells us that in the Promised Land we will be the beneficiaries of crops that we did not plant with the sweat of our faces.  We will gather in the goodness of the earth without toil and sorrow.  We will experience harmony with the earth the way God planned it in the first place.

These two competing themes are critical to understanding the difference between blessings and curses.  Blessings are a part of the Promised Land.  They arrive when the universe conspires with you to bring about God’s best for you, your community and His creation.  Curses are just the opposite.  They are not voodoo.  They are simply the inevitable result of sin’s disruption of the cosmic harmony.  All you have to do to experience curses is be disobedient because the curse on the ground is built into a life of disobedience.  If you aren’t in harmony with God, you are automatically thrust into the un-promised land where sweat is the only operating system.

God desires to make your life a blessing.  That’s what He told Abraham in His covenant promise.  God wants to pour heavenly rain on you so that you can water the parched land around you.  You can live the Promised Land life in the midst of a thorn and thistle world.  God’s blessing arrives through you for the restoration of others.  Of course, you have the joy of experiencing this divine harmony, but don’t try to hold on to it.  That’s like trying to catch a waterfall in your hands.  Don’t be like the man who thought that the increase in his harvest meant he should build bigger barns.  God’s operating plan for blessings is distribution, not accumulation.  As soon as you begin to build a bigger barn, God demands an accounting.  You probably won’t like the result.  So, step into the Promised Land and then give the results away.  God has a bigger shovel than you do.
Topical Index:  Blessings 

May 17  It was for freedom that Christ set us free: therefore keep standing firm and do not be subject again to a yoke of slavery.  Galatians 5:1

Every Man’s Dream

Freedom – “I have a dream,” said Martin Luther King.  When he spoke those words, he touched the heart of every man and woman who ever felt the yoke of slavery.  Of course, there are all kinds of slavery.  The truth is that everyone knows what it’s like to be a slave.  Everyone knows repression, oppression, obligation and regulation.  Everyone has that inner compulsion to throw off the shackles that hold us down and be “free.”  Martin Luther King touched a common human nerve with those words, but unless we understand the biblical concept of freedom, we will just trade one onerous form of slavery for another.  

So, how should we understand this text?  First, we need a principle for interpretation.  We start with the basic premise for all biblical texts:  consistency.  The Bible does not contradict itself.  What Paul says cannot be in opposition to what Jesus says.  What Jesus says cannot contradict Isaiah or Moses.  Our job is to use all the texts to discover the reconciling meaning.  For example, that long-debated text in Corinthians about a woman’s role in church must be reconciled with all the other verses about the dignity and position of women.  Lifting one verse out of the whole never works.

So, what does it mean to say that Christ set us free?  The first thing that you might think about is freedom from the eternal consequences of sin.  Christ freed us from the wrath to come.  He died in our place, accepting the punishment we deserved.  So, that makes us free.  But free for what?  Free to do whatever we wish, to live without restraints and conditions?  Hardly!  That interpretation ignores all the biblical material about what it means to be a slave.  You see, in the Bible, being human is slavery.  Freedom from everything and everyone is a myth.  I am either a slave to God or I am a slave to myself, the world and sin.  In biblical thought, I am never released from all obligation.  When we confuse freedom from punishment with freedom from obligation, we are in real trouble.  We go off thinking that Christ died to release us from all expectations and agreements.  On the contrary, the freedom we experience in Christ is the release from a debt of capital punishment.  It is not, and never will be, release from the obligation to serve the One Who paid for us.  When I accept the payment price, I obligate myself to a new Master.  I become His slave just as truly as if He bought me (for, in fact, He did).  

So, what is freedom?  It certainly is not license.  It is not individual expression of self-will.  It is not escape from obligation.  That idea of freedom is a fable, residing in the hearts of unredeemed men.  Biblical freedom is the opportunity to exercise my will with regard to God’s desire, released from the chains of guilt that kept me in bondage to myself.  Biblical freedom is the chance to do it right, to act on the basis of God’s reliable character because I no longer carry the weight of my own past failures.  Biblical freedom is blank-page accounting.  The debt is wiped away in order that today I might choose to serve Him.  It is doing good, one day at a time.  It’s what the Master desires from those He purchased.

Topical Index:  Freedom

May 18   to the church of God which is at Corinth, to those who have been sanctified in Christ Jesus, saints by calling   1 Corinthians 1:2

Effective Inefficiency

Saints – When it comes to mass marketing, God doesn’t seem to know much about getting the message out.  If the fate of the human race really depends on knowing the truth about Jesus, why doesn’t God use more effective techniques?  After all, how hard would it be for God to display a billboard across the sky, or send an internal e-mail to everyone on the planet, or cause some physical phenomenon that would undeniably convince the world of Jesus’ divinity?  If the message is so important, why hide it away in the backwaters of history?

If these questions have never occurred to you, perhaps you haven’t felt the agony of seeing people you know and love miss a vital relationship with God simply because they never had overwhelming evidence.  If God is really not willing for any to perish, then why doesn’t He just make a booming announcement?

The answer to all these serious concerns is found in the difference between effective and efficient.  Ultimately, it’s the difference between a Greek system that believes in communicating information and a Hebrew system that believes in causing transformation.  If my worldview is Greek, then my evangelism will focus on the transfer of information.  I will attempt to get others to understand what I think.  I will appeal to others to come to a rational belief about the Christ.  Of course, since the whole world needs this information, I will look for the most efficient ways to disseminate it.  And those efficient ways usually involve some sort of mass marketing.  They end up in television and radio preaching, big campaigns, tracts, sinner’s prayers and bait-and-switch techniques.  The goal is to communicate the information to as many people as possible in the shortest amount of time with the least amount of effort.

All of this is noble.  All of this is spiritually-minded.  It just doesn’t happen to be the method that God uses.  

God chooses to focus on transformation, not information.  To do that, God chose a method that is gloriously effective but pitifully inefficient.  God uses saints.  The Greek word, hagiois, is applied to all believers.  It’s not a special category for the top of the spiritual ladder.  If the Corinthians, with all of their real problems, are called saints, then obviously God considers you and I saints as well.  These ordinary people have been chosen by God, set apart through Christ (sanctified), in order to bring others into the Kingdom.  How do they do that?  By demonstrating the character of God in the life they live.  Sure, they talk about it, but what really matters from the Hebraic perspective is the demonstration of godliness in my ordinary behavior.  If I want effectiveness, then I will need a lot more than simply words.  I will need to model transformation and invite others to copy me.  Oh, yes, and by the way, godliness is not limited to good ethics.  Godliness means following God’s instructions for living in all the areas of my life.

So, here’s the question.  Are you practicing the Greek method of efficient evangelism or are you living the Hebrew process of effective transformation?  Only one works for the long run.  Only one satisfies the requirement of perseverance.

Topical Index:  Evangelism

May 19  and my word and my preaching was not in moving words of human wisdom, but in proof of the Spirit and of power.  1 Corinthians 2:4

Back to Basics

Proof – “That was a great sermon, preacher.  It moved me.”  Yes, that’s what we want when we go to church.  We want moving oratory.  We want inspired eloquence in the pulpit.  We want to be mentally entertained.  It’s unlikely that we would stick around to hear Paul speak because Paul tells us straight out that he didn’t use moving words or demonstrate intellectual prowess.  Paul had another purpose in mind.  Not entertaining information but engaging transformation.  Paul was all about proof.

What does this Greek word, apodeixis, mean?  What is proof?  The first thing we must notice is that Paul’s idea of proof cannot be the Greek concept of compelling argument.  That is precisely what Paul denies!  He didn’t come with carefully crafted apologetics based in human wisdom.  We have plenty of that, don’t we?  Books, tapes, video, seminars – it goes on and on – compelling rational arguments that attempt to convince us of correct understanding.  In all of my years, I have never met anyone who became a follower of Yeshua on the basis of an intellectual argument.  But that doesn’t seem to dissuade us from using this approach, does it?

Paul offers a different method.  He comes with proof.  Now, if Paul’s proof is not eloquent arguments and compelling reasons, then what is it?  The answer is found in the Hebrew equivalent of apodeixis.  This Greek word means “manifestation or demonstration.”  The Hebrew equivalent would be hayah – to come into being, to be manifest, to be.  In other words, Paul’s version of proof is the manifestation of life in the Spirit with power.  It’s much more than being a good person.  It’s the demonstration of God’s action in and through me.  Proof is God showing up in power.  Proof is miraculous intervention, palpable presence of the Spirit and real transformation in the lives of disciples.  Proof is what we find over and over in the New Testament church, and in the Old Testament church.  Proof is what happens when God is in the midst.  It’s not words.  It’s action.

Paul didn’t need stimulating arguments.  He came with the power of God.  Things happened.  Things that couldn’t be explained away.  Jail doors were opened.  Boys were brought back to life.  People were healed.  People were judged.  Angels appeared.  Dreams occurred.  And everywhere there was prayer and praise.  

Of course, it’s nice to know about the evidence that demands a verdict.  It’s great to have an arsenal of arguments to combat Darwin or social immorality.  It’s fine to fiddle with figures and facts.  But point me to the assembly that worships the God who comes in power and proof, and all the rest gets lost in the dust.  If Paul says to the Corinthian church, a church with obvious flaws and failures, that God manifested power, then why don’t we experience that kind of community now?  Do you suppose it has something to do with leaning on human wisdom?

Topical Index:  Evangelism
May 20  “Thy kingdom come.  Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.  Matthew 6:10

Where God Reigns

Kingdom – Graeme Goldsworthy said that the idea of the Kingdom dominates the entire Bible.  Nothing is more important than the reign and rule of the Lord.  Life occurs only in God’s Kingdom.  Those who are not citizens are doomed to death and destruction.  But unless we are careful, we might miss an important element of this kingdom thinking.  The Kingdom is not the same as the creation.  The Kingdom is found in a special kind of relationship; one that comes about in a special way.  It is not the automatic result of merely being called into existence.  God’s Kingdom operates by invitation, not by compulsion.

God is sovereign over all creation.  This is de jure authority, that is, authority by right of creation.  It is the authority that comes by law (for example, a policeman).  God rules everything by the very fact that He created everything.  But this is not the same as the authority He exercises in the Kingdom.  The Kingdom is ruled by de facto authority, that is, authority that comes about because the subject recognizes the duty and worth of the one who rules.  De facto authority results from volunteering to put myself under someone’s reign and rule.  I am invited to submit, and in the act of submitting, I grant de facto authority to the one I serve.

Jesus operates with de facto authority.  He invites us to come to Him and place our lives under His control.  He does not compel us (although He certainly could) because He wants us to recognize that it is in our best interest to submit to Him.  He is the Ruler full of grace and mercy, able to lead us when we cannot find the way, willing to rescue us from our own myopia.  Everything about Jesus gives us reason to grant Him authority over our lives.  This de facto authority reflects the Father’s own heart.  It is fundamental to the way real relationships work.  It is to be the basis of marriage and human interactions.  

So, when Jesus gives us a model prayer, it includes de facto language.  God’s Kingdom comes, not by inevitable decree, but by the voluntary submission of a rebellious creation to the rightful rule of the Lord of light.  God’s will is done on earth when His children place themselves under His direction and live according to His ways.  And in the process, the rebellious creation is redeemed.

God operates by invitation.  Is His pattern being reflected in your life?  First, are you submitting to Him because you realize that He deserves your obedience?  Are you following Him because you know that it is your duty to do so?  Do you trust Him to bring about your best interests?

Secondly, are you employing the same pattern in your marriage?  Wives, are you voluntarily giving your husbands authority because you trust that they are most interested in your well-being and they are worthy of following?  Husbands, are you living up to the trust your wives place in you when they volunteer to submit?  Are you as reliable as the Lord?   It’s not just a matter of having a good marriage.  It’s ushering in the Kingdom.  It’s living the Lord’s prayer.
 Topical Index:  Authority
May 21  “Brethren, though I had done nothing against our people, or the customs of our fathers, yet I was delivered prisoner from Jerusalem in to the hands of the Romans.”  Acts 28:17
Paul’s Confession

Customs – This verse is squeezed into a story about Paul’s imprisonment before being shipped to Rome.  It is very bothersome.  If you pay close attention to what Paul says, you will find it very difficult to reconcile his statement with the contemporary separation of Law and Grace.  Here is Paul, the apostle who has more to say about grace than anyone else in the New Testament, claiming that he has never violated any of the customs of his forefathers.  The Greek word is ethesi (plural of ethos); a word that means “established practices.”  What Paul is saying is this:  he has always been a scrupulously observant Jew.  He has always followed the instructions of the torah.  He has never violated or set aside any of his religious practices.

If that doesn’t bother you, then you haven’t been paying attention in church.

No one will claim that Paul is lying.  No one asserts that he is exaggerating for effect.  If Scripture is inspired, and Paul is truthful, then what he says is that he has always practiced the rules and regulations of living that are found in the Hebrew Bible.  How can this be?  Isn’t Paul that man who set aside circumcision, who said it is all about grace, who left behind the “fulfilled” law?  Obviously, we have a problem (and this isn’t the only place where the problem comes to light).  If Paul keeps the torah, then the torah must belong in the life of a man saved by grace.  Otherwise, there is no reason for this claim.

We have made a terrible mistake.  Somewhere along the way, from the cross to the contemporary church, we didn’t pay attention to statements like this.  We were so anxious to put the Jewish way of life aside that we pushed our theological framework right out of the synagogue.  We were so concerned about not being under the Law that we failed to understand the relationship between law and grace.  We threw the baby out with the bathwater, and then we couldn’t understand why we felt so alone and confused.

Paul didn’t make this tragic mistake.  Paul knew that grace saves and law fulfills.  It has always been that way.  Since the first sacrifice in the Garden, when God killed an innocent animal to provide grace to a sinful couple, grace has always been the way of salvation.  And law has always been the way of fulfillment.  Law puts a hedge around God’s people so that God can bless them and use them for His purposes.  Law doesn’t save.  Grace doesn’t fulfill.  If you want all that God has to offer, you come to Him for His grace and you submit to Him to have purpose.

Oh, you can live as half a person, surviving on grace alone or attempting to live a life of law-keeping.  But you’ll spend a lot of time wondering where the baby went.  

Paul tells his friends, after all his service to the Kingdom, that he is a torah-observant man.  It is who he is:  saved by faith, useful through torah.  I wonder if we could say the same.

Topical Index:  Law

May 22  He waited for justice, but behold, bloodshed; and for righteousness, behold, an outcry!  Isaiah 5:7

Words Within Words

Justice, Righteousness – When Jesus quotes this passage in Isaiah (Matthew 21:33-46), He applies it in the same way that the prophet did.  It is a metaphorical description of judgment found in the parable of the wicked tenants.  God in His goodness does everything necessary to prepare a place of harmony and fruitfulness.  But the ones He leaves in charge of His carefully constructed garden not only refuse to use the vineyard as the Master wishes, but also seek to take possession of it for themselves.  They kill the Master’s messengers and eventually the Son.  What is the result?  The Master will come upon them with vengeance, destroying them and removing their authority.  What was true of the leadership of Israel in the 5th Century BC is also true of the leadership in the 1st Century AD.  Those who refuse to use what God provides for God’s purposes will be removed.  God’s purposes will prevail no matter what.

Buried in this verse in Isaiah is a Hebrew word play that shows us just how razor sharp the edge between obedience and disobedience really is.  The text reads, “He waited for mishpat (justice) but, behold, mispah (bloodshed), and for tsedaqah (righteousness), but behold tseaqah (outcry).  Once you see it phonetically, you can understand how powerful the verse really is.  The difference between obedience and disobedience is just a single letter.  Leadership is granted to those who are meticulous in their obedience.

In Hebrew, meanings derived from these slightly altered words are fundamentally related.  Justice has something to do with bloodshed.  Righteousness has something to do with a call for help against iniquity.  The difference is all important, but the difference is just a tiny shift.  If my leadership is motivated by God’s goodness, I will confront bloodshed, fight against bloodshed and abolish bloodshed.  If I slip from exhibiting God’s character in my leadership, I will end up on the side of bloodshed.  The root word means outpouring.  Here the message is that leadership devoid of God’s justice will result in the outpouring of false judgment on the innocent.  What this means in graphic terms is that a society without godly leaders will put to death those who do not deserve to die.  

In the same way, leadership without blameless conduct and integrity will result in tseaqah, an outcry from the oppressed regarding the outrage of sin.  This is the wailing cry of despair by those who are abused because of godlessness.  Righteousness is the only protection against exploitation of the ones who have no voice in society.  The role of true leadership is to act as the voice of these invisible members of humanity.  Leaders who take advantage of the unnamed through their position and power are guilty of an enormous sin before God.  And He does not forget!

We see God’s word to Isaiah about the consequences of godless leadership.  We see Jesus endorse Isaiah’s pronouncement.  Now the question sits with us.  What kind of leadership do we endorse?  What kind of leaders do we follow?  If God did not overlook the sins of Israel, do you think that God will overlook ours?

Topical Index:  Leadership
May 23  remember that you were at one time separate from Christ, excluded from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world,  Ephesians 2:12
God’s Politics

Commonwealth – God has a government.  He rules in a particular way.  His authority is unquestionable, His legislation perfect.  If we want to live, we must be included in His kingdom.  Fortunately, by faith, we are.  The question is what that means.
We have to do a good deal of detective work with this one.  Of course, when we see a word like “commonwealth,” we naturally think of a nation or state.  But when we look at the New Testament itself, this word is used only one other place, in Acts 22:28, where it is translated “citizenship.”  What’s worse is that the only places where it is used in the LXX is in Maccabees.  We will have to dig deeper.

The root of this word is polis.  You will certainly recognize that this is the basis of our English word “politics,” but what you might not realize is that the word in Greek is about a city, not a nation.  This word points to the Greek city-state, a time when individual cities like Athens and Sparta were separate ruling bodies.  The politeia (the word in this verse) is a citizen (a city member).  A citizen is one who lives in good conduct according to the laws and customs of the governing body.  In Greece, not everyone who occupied a city was a citizen.  Membership had requirements.  Correct behavior was one of those requirements.  Citizenship simply by being born someplace is a modern invention.  In Paul’s day, citizenship was hard to come by.   So, citizens took their responsibilities very seriously.

What can we learn from Paul’s deliberate use of this rare word?  Perhaps we need to re-think our idea of the heavenly government.  We tend to imagine that God runs His government like our earthly nations, but, of course, that isn’t the case.  First, God is building a city, not a country.  Abraham looked for a city whose builder and maker was God.  The new Jerusalem is a city, not a nation.  What this means is that God’s idea of governance is far more intimate than our present national concepts.  In God’s city, everyone knows who you are.  There are no strangers living in distant places.  All the citizens are within the protective walls of the city of Zion.

Furthermore, becoming part of the “commonwealth” of Israel is really the equivalent of being adopted into city membership.  Did you every wonder why God chose to bring His message of salvation to the world through such a small and insignificant nation as Israel?  Actually, God chose one man, Abraham, and built from one man a tribe and then a people and finally a nation.  In this tiny nation, everyone is related to everyone else.  This is a nation where membership means bloodline and obedience.  God seems to enjoy these humanly unreasonable and inefficient methods.  Instead of choosing mighty Assyria or prestigious Babylon, God made Himself a city-state from one nomadic family.  

We need to re-think heavenly citizenship.  It’s a privilege granted to us, a place of intimate, family government where heritage matters.  It’s our city of brotherly love.  Live accordingly.  

Topical Index:  Citizenship

May 24  And YHWH called to Moses and spoke to him out of the tabernacle of the congregation, saying,  Leviticus 1:1

Kindergarten
Called – If you had to decide which book of the Bible you would use to train your children in the ways of God, would you choose Leviticus?  Probably not.  You would probably decide on some New Testament book, most likely the gospel of John.  That seems to be the evangelical choice of the last century.  But when you think about it (from God’s perspective), John is really not a very good place to being, is it?  It’s far to complicated.  It assumes a great deal of prior Jewish theology.  It has a peculiar vocabulary (which most of us don’t appreciate in English).  And it really doesn’t tell us what we need to know, does it?  Yes, it proclaims the divinity of Yeshua, the Messiah, but it doesn’t really tell me what I have to do.  It leaves me with verses like, “keep my commandments,” and “love one another.”  But what do those statements mean in practical application?  We can’t afford to guess, can we?  After all, eternal matters are at stake.

Maybe that’s why the education of a Jewish child begins here, in Leviticus.  Leviticus is the great book of the details of sacrifice.  It spells out exactly what I have to do.  It tells me precisely how I must live if I am to honor the God Who set me free.  Without all this background, it’s hard to say if the gospels really come to grips with the biggest issues in life.  Unless I know what Yeshua learned when he was a child in synagogue school, I really can’t appreciate what He tells me as my Lord.  It’s time to go back to kindergarten and learn to read by learning Leviticus.

Most of us will have quite a bit of resistance to this idea.  We think we know what the Bible is all about.  It’s about faith and grace and forgiveness and mercy.  Leviticus is all about peace offerings and cereal offerings and purification offerings and all those things that don’t really matter anymore, right?  Why should we be bothered with ancient rituals when we are free?  Who cares if the Lord smells a sweet aroma?  We’re forgiven, right?  We don’t have to practice all those strange customs now.  Or do we?

Why did the children of ancient Israel learn to read by studying Leviticus?  The answer is simple – and startling in its condemnation of our blindness.  The children of ancient Israel were taught to read through the study of Leviticus because the most important thing in life is my service and submission to God.  If I don’t start with this focus, all the rest of my education is really pointless.  If I don’t learn right from the beginning what God wants and how to serve Him, what is the purpose of learning anything else?  Parents in Israel knew something we have forgotten.  God comes first!  Training children in God’s word begins the moment they can talk.  The purpose of education is to enter into His presence and enjoy His fellowship, not to get a better job!

God summoned Moses.  That’s what this Hebrew word qara means.  God is going to deliver the perfect instruction for dealing with sin in His family.  It will all lead to the perfect sacrifice.  But unless I know the details, unless I practice obedience, I will never understand how extraordinarily significant the death of the Messiah is.  Time to get back to school.  When God summons, don’t be tardy.

Topical Index:  Sacrifice

May 25   And YHWH called to Moses and spoke to him out of the tabernacle of the congregation, saying,  Leviticus 1:1

The Word of the Lord

Spoke – Why did God wait until His presence rested over the tabernacle before He spoke to Moses about the sacrifices?  Some contemporary translations of this verse omit the word “tabernacle,” but we shouldn’t!  The tabernacle represented the presence of God among His people.  It was not a dwelling place.  God didn’t reside in the tabernacle.  It was a visible symbol of God’s glory in the midst of the camp; a reminder that God elected this community.  From this holy manifestation, God instructs Moses.  The fact that God communicated out of the tabernacle raised the communication to its most sacred level.  What God says next is critically important.  It has the same authority as the voice from Mount Sinai.  What God says involves all the details of how we are to stand before Him.

The Hebrew word dabar means both “to speak or to say” and “what is spoken, a word or speech.”  The same consonants (D B R) are used in both forms.  What God speaks is His word.  Once we have that securely in mind, then we need to ask the next question:  How are we to treat God’s word?  The answer is obvious.  God’s word is the very substance of life.  Not only must we have it in order to live (“Man shall not live by bread alone but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God”), but it is also God’s word that calls everything, including us, into existence.  God’s word is the instruction that will not disappear even if heaven and earth disappear.  God’s word is the permanent declaration of His will, His character and His authority.  When God speaks, the angelic hosts revel in His majesty.  So, when God summoned Moses and spoke to him, you can bet that Moses listened very attentively.  Makes you wonder about us, doesn’t it?  Do we treat this portion of God’s word with the reverence it deserves?  Do we recognize it with the same power and majesty as the speaking of the Ten Commandments?  Are we as careful to obey it?  Probably not, but it makes you wonder, doesn’t it?  When did we decide that some things God’s says are more important than others, that some are more spiritual than others?

There is one other element to this voice from the tabernacle.  When God does tell Moses about the system of sacrifices, we discover that the offerings cover a very wide range of human situations and attitudes.  Yes, that’s right – attitudes.  God’s instructions acknowledge no difference between civil and spiritual “laws”, no difference between what is moral and what is legal, and no difference between my heart and my hands.  Of course, there are different civil punishments, and different elements of sacrifice, for those who exhibit inner attitudes in ungodly outer behavior, but the torah is the only ancient code that actually legislates what I think as well as what I do.  When it comes to the Word of the Lord, all life falls under His purview.  Sometimes we forget that God has an interest in everything about us.  Maybe that’s why Leviticus is so detailed.  Maybe that’s why we usually think it boring.  Maybe we’re the ones who want anything but the routine, but it is in the routine that God is so wonderfully present.

Next time you wish you were climbing mountains, look around at the valley where you’re standing.  God is sitting in those shadows, ready to greet you.

Topical Index:  Sacrifice

May 26  “For while I was passing through and examining the objects of your worship, I also found an altar with this inscription, “TO AN UNKNOWN GOD.”” Acts 17:23
Covering All Bases

Unknown – You may have heard this story too often.  It has become familiar fodder for gospel grist.  Until we really recognize the depth of Paul’s cultural analysis, we might just think that these Greeks were spiritual fools.  We know better, right?  Our God isn’t an “unknown” God.  At least that is what we would claim – until we realize that we are worshipping on a hill in Athens.

Paul speaks Greek to these Greeks.  He uses the word agnosto.  Of course, you can see the word “agnostic” in this Greek root.  The Greek word implies that such a god is not knowable, hidden and unrecognizable.  The Greek implies that this god is deliberately withdrawn.  Paul points out that the Greeks have an altar to a god that they aren’t sure about.  The Greeks are ambivalent, undecided and uncertain about this god.  Why?  Because this god doesn’t quite fit into the rest of their pantheon of gods.  There might be such a god, but they just don’t know for sure.

You and I would never claim to be agnostic about our God.  We know that our God reveals Himself.  That’s the only way we can know about Him.  In fact, He was manifest in a human form for the express purpose of revealing Himself to us.  So, that aspect of agnosto can’t apply.  But that doesn’t mean we aren’t Greek.  You see, God has revealed Himself, in deliberate, specific ways to very particular people.  If we don’t look into the depths of His revelation, then for all intents and purposes, we might as well be standing with the men on the Areopagus.  After all, agnosto works in both directions.  God can hide Himself or I can hide from God.  Either way, I would erect an altar to an “unknown” God.  

Don’t object too strenuously until you really ask yourself how much of God’s self-revelation you have actually embraced.  Of course, you know about Jesus, creation, the Israelites, David and Paul.  You have collected some stories.  But have you understood what God’s self-revelation means for the way you live?  Are you still on the accumulation treadmill?  Have you discovered the difference between happiness and joy?  Do your actions mimic those of the Messiah?  Have you made the shift from knowledge to obedience?  Have you learned to be content?  Do you know triumph in tribulation?  Have you discovered the emptiness of sin?

Or are you still serving leveraged advantage, managed image, social acceptance, personal power or six-figure success?  Do you still believe that knowledge is power, that destiny is decision, that luck is what you make and that those who win need to climb over others?  

Do you think that the universe is a place you can trust because you serve a God who loves you?  Or are you still afraid?

Most of us think we aren’t agnostic – until we look at the fundamentals behind our behavior.  Take a hard inventory.  Determine how much of your life serves an unknown God.

Topical Index:  Agnostic

May 27  For, brothers, you were called to freedom.  Only do not use the freedom for gain to the flesh, but through love serve one another as slaves.  Galatians 5:13

Hormone Therapy
Gain – How did you attain freedom?  That’s the question behind Paul’s argument in Galatians.  Did you earn your freedom by spiritual effort or noble works or virtuous living?  Of course not.  None of those things really got you anywhere.  At the end of the day, you were just a more moral sinner.  If you haven’t realized the truth of this cosmic fact, then you are still living under the curse of the Law.  You can’t earn your way to righteousness.

Your freedom is a gift.  That’s what grace means.  You and I didn’t deserve another chance, but we were given one because God cares.  We were rescued from the shackles of sin and set free from inevitable judgment . . . all by grace alone.  

Sounds pretty good, doesn’t it?  My freedom was given to me.  Since it is a gift, it comes without strings.  Obedience has nothing to do with earning or keeping my gift of freedom.  But – obedience has everything to do with how I use my gift.  I’m free by grace.  Now the question is how I apply that freedom.  Paul implores us, and warns us, to manage our hormones.

The Greek word here is aphormes.  It literally means “from impetuous tendency, rushing toward something.”  You can think of it as a sudden desire or opportunity.  The hormones take over and life starts spinning.  Paul notes that once you experience the rush of being freed from guilt, you might just take off in the wrong direction.  You might let all this freedom go to your head and start acting as though you can do anything you want.  Of course, it is possible to do anything you want to.  That’s what it means to be free.  But doing anything you want to do is not why you are free.  Freedom has another purpose.  

The great paradox of the Bible is this:  You are set free so that you can choose to be a slave.  Of course, you can use your freedom for other things.  You can return to hormone-controlled living.  You can dive into the accumulation end of the pool.  You can refuse the master plan of living evangelism.  But none of these possibilities will bring you into deep fellowship with God.  God takes an enormous risk when He offers the gift of freedom.  He risks that you and I will be so overwhelmed with His care and His sacrifice that we will volunteer to serve.  God is betting on divine hormone therapy.  He is counting on us taking our medication.  He never forces us.  He waits for us to pick up the pills.

Freedom is life’s double-edged sword.  I can use it to cut my own path or I can dedicate it to the service of the Master.  I’m free to choose.  I can pursue life with impetuous fury, or I can practice hormone therapy by serving others.  Have you taken your meds today?

Topical Index:  Freedom

May 28  For the whole law is fulfilled in this one word, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  Galatians 5:14

Counting to One
One Word – What’s the matter with Paul’s arithmetic?  This isn’t one word.  It’s a whole bunch of words, an entire commandment.  Why does Paul say that the whole law is fulfilled in this one word?  

Paul is just being Jewish.  In Hebrew thought, The Ten Commandments are called the “Ten Words.”  Like a good teaching rabbi, Paul boils it all down to one word.  That word is ahav.  

Oh, I’m sorry.  Did you think that the word would be agape?  Did you think that Paul had a little used Greek word in mind?  Probably not.  Paul is thinking in Hebrew (thus the idea of the one word).  That means that he is thinking about Leviticus 19:18.  This verse is at the end of a series of commandments given by God involving the interactions between men and women.  It is the summary of how we are to treat each other.  So, when Paul tells us that our freedom is to be used in the service of one another, he doesn’t have to go very far to remind his audience about the operating principle for genuine service.  All he has to do is recall what they already knew from the torah – that God commanded loving care for my neighbor.  What Paul points out is this:  if I truly love my neighbor in the same way as I love and care for myself, I will fulfill God’s instructions about service to others.  More than that, I will also fulfill God’s instructions about honoring Him, worshipping Him alone and upholding His character.  In other words, how I treat the man next door is the determining factor in measuring my total obedience to God.

What Paul implies, and what it will take a lifetime for us to work out, is that my attitudes and actions toward those who are nearest to me can only be truly loving if I have incorporated God’s character into my very being.  Without His righteousness dwelling in me, I will find it impossible to have the right heart and the right hands to provide benevolence toward others at a cost to myself.  Oh, I might be able to perform acts of kindness.  I might be able to say good things.  But when it comes to truly godly service, like laying down my life for my enemies, my human morality will fail.  I will need God’s goodness pulsing through my veins to pull that off.  My goal is not high performance altruism.  It is transformed, incarnate living.  That’s why the whole law is wrapped up in this one word.

Remember, Paul is taking about freedom.  You don’t have to live this way.  You’re free.  You can jump on the hormone train to a better life.  But you will misuse your freedom.  You’ll be heading in the wrong direction.  If you want to really know love, you’ll have to practice ahav at home, in the neighborhood.  You’ll have to learn sacrifice the hard way.  But don’t despair.  God has designed the universe so that the deliberate choice to practice ahav as a slave results in glorious harmony.  And practice makes perfect.

Topical Index:  Freedom

May 29  But you shall cut down their altars and break their images and you shall cut off their shrines.  Exodus 34:13
No Replacement Warranty

Break – Let’s be very clear about this.  What God tells us to smash into pieces is never to be put back together again.  What God says we are to cut down is never to be raised again.  What God wants cut off is never to be reattached.  Why?  Because (as the next verse says), God’s name is Adonai kana (YHVH plus qanna).  We are fools if we gather together and rebuild what God breaks apart.

The Hebrew word shavar is about as destructive a word as you could want.  Break, burst, smash, scatter and destroy are all captured in this word.  Very often it is used in just this kind of context – the breaking of symbols of false gods.  Of course, we know that in spite of God’s instructions, Israel had a long history of rebuilding the smashed idols.  Eventually, all that rebuilding led to God breaking Israel.  They learned the lesson.  Since the Babylonian captivity, Israel has never served any other god but the Lord.  It took the total destruction of the nation for them to learn this lesson.  I wonder if we have learned anything from this history.

What has to be cut down, broken and cut off?  What has to be left destroyed, never to be rebuilt?  Certainly the symbols are of little consequence.  After all, totem poles and Egyptian jewelry signs and voodoo dolls ultimately are nothing.  The idolatry is not in the symbols.  It is in the rebellion against God demonstrated in the symbols.  Israel was to destroy the symbols so that they would remove the possibility of rebellion.  Personally and corporately, Israel was to grind into dust the seduction of competitive priorities.   What do you suppose that would look like today?  What symbols are you rebuilding after God has asked you to break them into pieces?

How about the symbols of success?  How much of a priority is the good job, the great car, the better house or the contemporary style?  Our symbols are not wood and stone.  They are plastic with magnetic strips.  They are attitude activations (“Do you know who I am?”).  They are gold-embossed titles and private parking spots.  We are all competing for the “look at me” crown.

Maybe your previously smashed idols are hidden from public view.  God asks you to tear down those secret fantasies, those anesthetizing day dreams, those clandestine moral vacations.  He releases you from the Hotel California (“We are all just prisoners here of our own device”) but you re-register.  You can’t imagine life without the steely knife, in spite of all the pain it brings.  

Maybe your idols are beach bags and a cool Margarita.  You just want to get away from it all.  You don’t want to be bothered.  “It’s my life.  I can do what I want with it.”  Really?  Have you torn down your self yet?  God has a no replacement policy of your “dead man walking” state of existence too.  You don’t get your old life back.  It needed to be smashed to pieces.

God does not rebuild.  He doesn’t pick up the pieces of what was once rebellion and refashion them.  God flattens the clay and makes something new.  The new man, the new Jerusalem, the new creation.  Leave the old where it belongs.  Broken to bits. 

Topical Index:  Idolatry

May 30  It is written, “My house shall be called a house of prayer,” but you have made it a den of thieves.  Matthew 21:13

Praying Naked

Prayer – David danced naked before the ark.  Although Scripture doesn’t comment on it, I am quite sure that David also prayed naked.  I don’t mean that he fell to his face without clothes.  I mean that David understood the connection between “house of prayer” and “nakedness.”  I’ll bet that Jesus did too.  In order to see why prayer is barrenness, we have to dig into Hebrew.

Jesus actually quotes two prophets in this verse.  The first is obvious.  “House of prayer” comes from Isaiah 56:7.  The second comes from Jeremiah (more about that later).  Isaiah uses the Hebrew word tefillah (prayer).  It’s a fairly standard Hebrew word describing a cry or plea to God.  That much is easily discerned.  But when we examine the idea of a cry to God, we run across Psalm 141:8 - “But my eyes are on You, O Lord, my Lord, in You I take refuge; do not make my soul naked”.  David cries out in prayer.  He is exposed to the searching eyes of the Lord.  More than anything else, he feels naked.  Nothing is hidden because his prayer invites the Lord’s inspection.  In the house of prayer, we stand without covering.  That is one of the aspects of prayer woven into tefillah, our pleading cry.  David’s word for “naked” is ‘arah.  In the vocabulary of prayer tefillah and ‘arah are connected.  In the fallen world, naked prayer frightens us.  But, of course, in the Garden of Eden, naked conversation with God was gloriously unashamed.  Perhaps prayer should be the place where we return to Garden dialogue.

tefillah and ‘arah are connected in other ways. 

‘arah is also found in Isaiah 32:15.  “Until the Spirit is poured out upon us from on high, and the wilderness becomes a fertile field, and the fertile field is considered a forest.”  When Isaiah describes the day of justice, he uses ‘arah (“poured out”).   My nakedness, my uncovering is connected with the idea of being poured out.  Prayer should empty me.  Just as the Spirit is poured out when justice arrives, so my very soul is poured out when I come to the house of prayer for in the house of prayer I meet the holy God.  Isaiah had it right.  “Woe is me.”

There is one more connection.  “Therefore, I will allot Him a portion with the great, and He will divide the booty with the strong; because He poured out Himself unto death, and was numbered with the transgressors” (Isaiah 53:12).  ‘arah is associated with dying.  In the house of prayer, you and I must be sacrificed.  The house of prayer is no place for posturing.  Eloquence means nothing.  Drama is deceptive.  In the house of prayer, we are naked, poured out and dying until the Spirit speaks justice into our lives.  It’s hard to imagine that Jesus, Old Testament scholar that He was, would have been unfamiliar with these connections.  He is the poured out One.  He is the epitome of ‘arah, and in Gethsemane we see just how naked one can be before the Father.  

Why is Jesus so angry when He discovers what has happened in His Father’s house?  Perhaps it has something to do with the hypocrisy of praying covered.  Until you are spiritually undressed, you really have nothing to say to God.  Pray like you are walking naked in the cool of the evening. 

Topical Index:  Prayer 

May31  It is written, “My house shall be called a house of prayer,” but you have made it a den of thieves.  Matthew 21:13

The Big Show

Den – Jesus quotes Jeremiah.  No doubt about it.  “Has this house, which is called by My name, become a den of robbers?” (Jeremiah 7:11)  The metaphor underlines the fact that the people come to God’s house with deceptive words on their lips.  They speak eloquent praises while their lives are filled with lies, adultery, stealing and murder.  Jesus recognizes that the people in His day fit the times of Jeremiah.  They come saying, “the temple of the Lord,” but their disobedience disrobes them.  They pray with protective coverings, hoping that God will not see their naked hypocrisy.

The word in Greek really doesn’t matter.  The word from Jeremiah is me’arah.  Do you see something familiar here?  Remember the word for “naked”?  ‘arah was connected to being naked, poured out, exposed.  Here we have a possible derivation of the word.  It means “cave” or “den.”  Scholars debate if this word is derived from ‘arah or ‘ur (they both mean naked), but we shouldn’t miss the phonetic beauty.  It helps us remember that God’s house is a place of exposure, even when it is turned into something profane.  If prayer is ultimately about walking naked in the Garden in conversation with the Lord, then how disturbing must it be to God when we attempt to converse with Him while we are clothed in deceit and disobedience.  It’s enough to make Him walk away.

Notice that Jesus considers this outer court a “house of prayer.”  That was a particularly unusual sentiment. The outer court was specifically for Gentile believers. The “real” temple was for Jews.  Did it really matter what happened in the courtyard of the outsiders?  Obviously, Jesus thought that it did.  What disgusts Jesus is the fact that merchants have turned the outer court of the temple into an emporium. It was the place for those who came to the Holy One of Israel by faith, not by lineage.  To turn this court into a big display scandalized God’s plan of evangelism.  A place of prayer was for pouring out my soul, for kneeling naked before my Lord.  A place of prayer allowed me to speak with God in the cool of the evening.  How could that happen when I was surrounded with the big show?

There is a reason why the prayer of Hannah is considered the epitome of prayer by the rabbis.  Hannah’s prayer is so emotionally taxing, so completely a pouring out of her souls, that she can’t even vocalize it.  How different this prayer is from the ones we are used to.  How different are our surroundings, filled with performers, technology, orators and programmed sequences.  Even when we embrace “moment of silence,” the musical interludes never stop.  We might not be selling sheep and turtle doves, but our houses of prayer are just as much an emporium as that outer court.  We Gentiles know what it takes to do business, even if it is the business of the church.  We seem to have learned a lot from our Jewish merchant brothers.

It’s time to let Hannah be the model.  It’s time for God’s house to truly be a house of pouring out, of nakedness, of emptying.  Then it will become a house of glorifying.

Topical Index:  Prayer

June 1  Now there were Jews living in Jerusalem, devout men, from every nation under heaven.  Acts 2:5
A Family Affair

Devout – Peter addressed the crowd and 3000 were added to the messianic community that day.  Who were these people?  The popular version suggests that these were non-believers, but that isn’t what Luke tells us, nor is it what Peter says.  Peter addresses 3000 devout Jews.  The Greek word is eulabes.  We might translate this as God-fearing men.  It means those who rightly discerned and practiced proper attitudes and actions before God.  In other words, these men were already torah-observant believers.  Now you can understand why they had such a strong response to Peter’s speech.  They were following God in every detail of their lives.  When they heard the truth about Jesus, they immediately saw their guilt and repented.

Contemporary evangelistic methods like to point to Pentecost as the pattern for big crusades.  It was a big day, no doubt, but it was not about reaching those outside the faith.  It was not an attempt to preach to the lost.  It was a day when “men of Israel” had their eyes opened to the rest of the story about the God they already served.  In fact, the story of the expansion of the New Testament ekklesia is typically about going to those who were already worshipping the God of Israel and introducing them to the Messiah.  In city after city, Paul goes to the synagogues to deliver his message.  He rarely speaks to non-believers.  Instead, his usual evangelistic effort focuses on those who worshipped the God of the Hebrew Bible.  How else can you explain Paul’s extensive use of Old Testament references and practices?  You could draw the same conclusion from the writings of Peter, James and John.

Does this mean that there is no place for campaigns or crusades?  Of course not!  God draws men and women by all sorts of means.  We do not dictate how God will act.  If He wants to send a single prophet (Jonah) to an entire city, He is free to do so.  However, if we are going to align ourselves with the New Testament pattern (and its Old Testament precedent), then we will have to pay a lot more attention to the process of intimate discipleship within Spirit-led communities.  Our version of Paul’s mission to the Gentiles overlooks the fact that nearly all of Paul’s efforts were not with non-believers but rather with Jewish proselytes.  They were Gentiles by birth, but they were already part of the community of Israel.  

Evangelism today hardly bears any resemblance to the efforts of the early church.  Today our outreach is focused on the “lost.”  We think of evangelism as the process of reaching the “unsaved” world for Christ.  To do that, we adopt a Greek model of delivering correct information to as many as possible.  We think that spreading the word is the equivalent of fulfilling the Great Commission.  It’s not.  The Great Commission is about transforming lives through dedicated obedience and deliberate benevolence.  It’s a one-at-a-time delivery method because it can’t be accomplished without long-term engagement.  Did you notice that Paul often spent months or years with a Messianic community before he moved to the next city?  A weekend blitz never crossed his mind.  There are a lot of God-fearing men and women who need to know Yeshua.  Pick one.  Let them see your life poured out for them.  That’s evangelism.

Topical Index:  Evangelism

June 2  In that day, YHWH made a covenant with Abram  Genesis 15:18

Unbreakable

Made – Today you need an attorney, but in ancient Semitic cultures, contracts between two parties were signed, sealed and delivered with sacrifice.  God tells Abram (later Abraham) that He wants a contract between them.  This valid contract obligates two parties to certain actions.  Furthermore, breach of contract means that the offending party will be punished – severely.  In this case, cut in half, just like the animals that are sacrificed to seal the deal.  Abraham is all for this arrangement.  After all, God promises to make him into a great nation.  It seems like a good deal.

Abraham doesn’t account for human failure, but God does.  While Abraham sleeps, God completes the covenant agreement.  Literally, God cuts a covenant (the Hebrew word is karat) with Abraham.  The imagery could hardly be more graphic.  God passes between the rows of slaughtered animals.  There is a lot of blood.  Life has been taken.  This covenant is sealed with cutting.  It’s as powerful a covenant as you could get.  But here’s the clincher.  God obligates Himself to both sides of the agreement.  Abraham never walks between the slaughtered animals.  God takes on His part of the agreement and Abraham’s part.  This covenant is unbreakable!

Why is this so important?  First, it establishes the entire foundational agreement between God and His people.  God chooses Abraham as the father of the eventual nation of priests.  This covenant guarantees that God’s work through Abraham will absolutely come to be.

Second, this covenant tells us that Abraham’s failures and disobedience (and by extension, the failures and disobedience of all of Abraham’s children of the promise) do not nullify the covenant.  Human sin cannot break God’s promise because God’s promise is not conditional.  In fact, (and this is very important), God Himself cannot nullify this covenant.  Why?  Because He obligated Himself to both sides of the agreement.

We need to let this sink in.  What it implies will change your views about a lot of subjects.  The covenant with Abraham will never be broken.  It is just as valid today as it was on the day that God cut it.  God still considers Israel His true, and only, child.  Israel is still the vehicle through which God will bring the nations to Himself.  Israel is not rejected, displaced or superseded.  The church does not stand as the successor to Israel.  The church is merely grafted into Israel in order that God may accomplish His ultimate purposes for Israel.

Now, don’t be confused.  The political entity called Israel is not the same as the line of the children of promise called Israel.  You and I, as believers and followers of the Messiah Yeshua, have been adopted into the family of the true Israel.  We are Gentile proselytes joined with Jewish believers.  Our father is Abraham too.  But this means that the ways of God revealed to Israel must be our ways because we are now part of Israel.  God hasn’t changed His mind about what He wants or how He will get it.  The covenant cannot be broken.  
Topical Index:  Covenant

June 3  “On the tenth of this month, they shall each take for themselves an animal of the flock.”  Exodus 12:3

Four Days Too Many

On The Tenth – Passover is the fourteenth day of the month of Nissan.  According to God’s instruction, this is to be the first month of the year.  It is to have the priority over all other months.   It is to set the stage for the succeeding year.  The first thing that obedient followers of the Lord are to do in the first month is to take a lamb from the flock.  God’s instructions are very specific, but they don’t seem to be quite right.  After all, Passover is the fourteenth day, so why do I need to pick out a lamb on the tenth day and care for it for the next four days?

The answer is about compassion and loss.  

Go out to the flock.  Pick the most perfect male lamb you can find.  Bring it back to your house.  Care for it.  Feed it.  Become attached to it.  Let your children play with it.  Notice its presence every day.  And four days later, kill it!

Now do you see the sense of this?  The blood of the Passover lamb is not anonymous.  It is personal, intimate and agonizing.  God intends that you should feel the horror of your sin in the death of an innocent little lamb.  God wants you to be physically reminded that the only way you live is because this cute, cuddly lamb dies.  Whenever we practice antiseptic forgiveness, we anesthetize our guilt.  God wants us to know that sin brings death to the innocent.  We are never to forget this.  It is to be the basis of every day actions for the rest of the year.

Bonhoeffer called it “cheap grace.”  That seems to be one of the biggest problems in the church today.  We don’t care for the lamb, so we don’t appreciate the sacrifice.  It doesn’t touch us.  We can just walk down the aisle, confess a few mistakes and feel “covered.”  The real tragedy is that the blood of the innocent has no meaning for us.  We go back to Monday’s job without any consideration of the loss that made Monday possible.  Where the church avoids the gore of killing the innocent in order to pay for the guilty, there is little if any appreciation for the passion of the Passion.  It’s just another sanitary story, a celluloid diversion or a picture on the wall.  It doesn’t hurt.  It doesn’t break my heart, shake my emotions or touch my soul.  I just go to the market and buy a piece of lamb.  It’s no big deal.  And with that approach to the next 364 days, sin has no real consequences either.

God knew what He was doing.  The problem is not God’s.  It’s ours.  When we think we have a better way, we leave behind the four-day lesson.  We’ll regret it, I’m afraid.

Topical Index:  Passover

June 4  but you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for God’s own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called you out of darkness into His marvelous light.  I Peter 2:9

Priests With Purpose

Priesthood – Protestants love Luther’s proclamation of the priesthood of all believers.  Each one of us may come boldly before the throne of the Almighty.  We have direct access to God through the torn veil provided by Yeshua.  It’s very cool.

Of course, that provision didn’t begin in the first century.  It began before God established His covenant with Moses and the people of Israel.  When Peter tells the New Testament church that they are chosen of God, he quotes a passage from Deuteronomy.  The priesthood of the believer is a very old concept.  The Greek hierateuma is really the Hebrew kohenim.
Since the provision was articulated by God through Moses (actually it is older than that, as we will see later), we need to look to the torah in order to understand what priesthood means.  The purpose of a priest is to act as an intermediary for someone else.  The Levites acted as intermediaries for the people of Israel.  The priest was a go-between for God and His people.  But God says, and Peter re-iterates, that all of His children are priests.  Priests for whom?  It’s obvious, isn’t it?  Just as the Levites acted on behalf of the people, so the people act on behalf of the nations.  It’s true that every believer is a priest, but that doesn’t mean that we are our own priests.  It means that each of us has the ability to stand in the gap for those who are not in the family of God.  You and I do have access to the Father, but the purpose of our access is not to plead our own woes and cares.  It is to bring before God someone who is not yet part of Israel.  You are a priest for another!

Here’s the big picture.  Yeshua, the Son and Messiah, is the perfect high priest.  He is the only one able to offer unblemished sacrifice on behalf of all men.  Therefore, His offering opens the way for each follower to access the grace of the Father.  His offering removes our guilt in order that we may act on behalf of another.  Yeshua covers the priests of Israel who could not offer a perfect sacrifice because they too were sinners.  But the perfect sacrifice has been offered.  It is the death of the Son.  Therefore, everyone who is part of the house of Jacob now plays the role of priest with those who are not part of the house of Jacob (yet).  Does that mean that every believer can act as the forgiver of sins?  Of course not, on his or her own merit.  We are priests of purpose only under the banner of the High Priest, Yeshua.  Our priesthood is found in the function of bringing others into the household of God.  We live so that others might discover the truth.

Every believer is a priest, but far too often we think that this means we act for ourselves.  That is not the role of a priest.  A priest acts for another.  Jesus exemplified precisely that role as High Priest.  We are to do the same.  We are granted access for a reason, and that reason is not about your needs or mine.  It is about all those who are still outside the fold.

Go be a priest today.  That’s why God rescued you.

Topical Index:  Priesthood

June 5  return the wife of the man, for he is a prophet, and he will pray for you, and you shall live.  Genesis 20:7

Imperfect Priests

Pray – Abraham caused the problem.  He passed off Sarah as his sister in order to protect himself.  Abimelech reaped the results.  God brought the notice of a death sentence on the unsuspecting king.  Abimelech complains.  “How can this be fair?  I didn’t even know.”  God answer is disturbingly surprising.  God tells Abimelech to go to Abraham so that Abraham can pray for Abimelech to live.  

What?  This doesn’t make any sense.  Abraham is the guilty party.  His deceit is the cause of the whole mess.  Why would God send the king to the perpetrator for prayer?  Unless you  understand the role that the priest plays in God’s moral economy, you will never figure this out.  Abraham is God’s priest and God treats Abraham in the capacity of a priest even when Abraham sins.  

“He will pray for you.”  In Hebrew, veyit.palel, from the verb palal.  It’s the common Hebrew verb for prayer and intercession.  That’s important because it tells us that this is no special case.  It’s the same verb that is used to describe Hannah’s prayer (1 Samuel 1:10); a prayer that is considered the best of the best, Elisha’s prayer that raises the dead boy to life (2 Kings 4:33); and Daniel’s prayer for the sins of Israel (Daniel 9:4).  We conclude that God’s assignment of the function of priest for those outside the Kingdom is independent of the actual moral status of the person assigned the task.  Did you get that?  You are expected to act like a priest, and God will treat you like a priest, no matter what your current guilty status happens to be.  If God chooses you, then you are part of a royal priesthood.  You do not get to opt out of that role just because you sin.  God doesn’t see you as some sort of defrocked priest because you sin.  He doesn’t even acknowledge your sin in the role of priest.  Why?  Because God sees the purpose you are to fulfill, the not person who fulfills that purpose.  Your status before God is settled at the moment He chooses you.  It is your obligation to act accordingly, even when you are responsible for the mess.

Think about how effective this is.  Do you suppose that Abraham was unaffected by Abimelech’s distress?  Abraham knew immediately that he was the perpetrator.  He also knew that God expected him to pray on behalf of the victim – a victim who was in trouble as a direct result of his own sin.  Don’t you think that Abraham’s role caused him to repent of all his deceit – before Abimelech and before God?  Imagine the impact that such an assignment would have on you when God asks you to pray for the life of someone that you are responsible for mistreating!

The priesthood of the believer isn’t quite as glorious as you thought, is it?  It’s real.  It’s essential.  It’s purposeful.  Now it carries a much bigger load.

Topical Index:  Priesthood

June 6  and all who dwell on the earth will worship him, every one whose name has not been written from the foundation of the world in the book of life of the Lamb who has been slain.  Revelation 13:8

Fundamental Shift

Foundation – In English, I prefer the New American Standard Bible.  So, I was quite surprised when I read this verse.  All the words from the Greek are here, but the order has been significantly altered.  The result is a fundamental change in the idea of the covenant.  Unfortunately, you would never know it unless you read the Greek text.

The Greek text places “from the foundation of the world” as a modifier of “the Lamb who has been slain.”  In other words, a normal reading of the Greek leads us to the conclusion that Yeshua, the Lamb of God, was sacrificed before the world came into existence.  However, the NASB shifts the placement of this modifying phrase to match a similar phrase in Revelation 17:8, making the modifier apply to the writing of names, not to the sacrifice of Yeshua.  The way the NASB reads, we would conclude that the names of the apostates and the names of the faithful have been written in the book of life since the world began.  That’s a big shift.  The NASB gives us a theology of individual predestination.  The Greek (and the NIV) puts the focus on the eternal sacrifice of Yeshua.  Without an explanation of this shift, you would never know.   This is not a mistake.  It is deliberate alteration of the translated text to match a prior theological position.  It’s equivalent to the NIV consistently translating sarx (flesh) as “sinful nature”.

Once we’ve cleared up the English translation, we can pay attention to the implication.  Read correctly, this verse makes a startling and powerful claim.  Yeshua’s sacrifice occurred before the creation of the world.  Of course, in earthly physical reality His death on the cross occurred in the first century AD.  But as far as the Bible is concerned, the real sacrifice happened the moment Yeshua took on the role of redeemer, and He volunteered for that role before the world began.  God didn’t make up the plan of redemption on the fly.  He didn’t think it up after the Fall.  It was all conceived and executed in advance.  There was always a provision for sin.

Let’s push this one step further.  Since the perfect sacrifice was initiated before the world began, all of the sacrificial provisions found in the torah are merely shadows of the greater reality.  The real sacrifice happened in heaven.  The progressive revelation of God’s plan of redemption introduced many sacrifices as pointers, symbols, representations and tokens of the heavenly reality.  Here’s the fundamental shift:  every sacrifice given by God in the torah exemplifies and exhibits some element of the full complexity of the heavenly sacrifice of the Lamb.  The peace offering, the sin offering, the cereal offering, the freewill offering, the burnt offering and more – all of them reveal some aspect of the sacrifice of the Lamb.  Jesus’ death on the cross is truly the fulfillment of all of those elements, but it does not replace them.  Every time a sacrifice is offered, it underscores some aspect of the full and complete sacrifice that occurred in heaven before the world began.  Earthly expressions of the heavenly sacrifice are incomplete in themselves, but they are not invalid.  They all say something important about the full manifestation and eternal complexity of the Lamb slain before the foundations of the world.

Maybe the next time you read Leviticus it won’t seem so confusing.

Topical Index:  Sacrifice

June 7  Epaphras, who is one of your number, a bondslave of Jesus Christ, sends you his greetings, always laboring earnestly for you in his prayers,  Colossians 4:12
Prayer Addict (1)
Laboring Earnestly – What would happen if you did nothing but pray?  Does that idea make you a little uncomfortable?  The language itself makes us uneasy, doesn’t it?  Did you notice the “nothing” in that question?  It’s almost as if prayer is really nothing, no action, no real effort, nothing substantial.  Of course, that isn’t the biblical point of view.  Prayer is work - very hard work.
Epaphras labored earnestly in prayer.  The Greek uses the words pantote agonizomenos.  If you look carefully, you will see the word “agonize”.  This is prayer with tears.  Epaphras puts me to shame.

I wonder if we really understand the sovereignty and majesty of God.  We have an intellectual appreciation of the words.  We know the doctrines.  But I’m not sure that we really feel just how great and gracious God is.  Throughout the Bible, we see God as the active agent behind every move of the believing community.  We are exhorted over and over to trust Him.  Prophets consistently remind us that human effort accomplishes nothing unless it is aligned with God.  We find example after example of God’s intervention in the human chronology as a result of true submission and humility.  We see that prayer, in all of its two dozen Hebrew forms, is the engine that powers nearly everything God does.  And yet, praying seems to be the one thing that we just can’t do very well.  Ask me to climb a mountain; I’ll manage.  Tell me to put a man on the moon.  I can do that.  Give me a command to reach the world with good-news information.  Yes, no problem.  But exhort me to pray like Epaphras – I stumble, I resist, I can’t imagine how.

It’s not supposed to be like this.  You and I are supposed to walk in the cool of the evening, conversing with the One Who redeemed us for His own.  We’re supposed to have unashamed openness, transparent emotional connection and deeply effective intercession.  Jesus wept.  Why don’t we?  If the Son of God looked out on the city of the lost and could not hold back His tears, what has happened to us that our lives are so occupied with our routine and personal needs that we don’t even sigh?  How can those hundreds who pass by us every day not cause us to stagger under the knowledge that they will suffer eternally without the God we know.

Notice that Epaphras wasn’t agonizing over his own needs.  He understood the role of the priest – to provide intercession for someone else.  He did the heavy lifting in prayer for others.  

I want to be like that, but it seems like every time I pray, my own needs keep getting in the way of my priestly assignment.  Maybe we need to covenant together.  I will pray for you.  You will pray for me.  I’ll trust that you will do that, so that I am free to be the priest God’s wants me to be.  Maybe then I can start to work on changing the emphasis of the phrase, “do nothing but pray.”

Topical Index:  Prayer
June 8  For I bear him witness that he has a deep concern for you   Colossians 4:13

Prayer Addict (2)

Deep Concern – Is that it?  Is “deep concern” what caused Epaphras to agonize in prayer?  Even the marginal notes in the NASB only suggest “much toil” or “great pain.”  But the Greek is zelon polun, literally “great zeal.”  Of course, these days we’re not familiar with the positive sense of zeal.  We have disturbing images of zealots.  Maybe that’s why the NASB tones down the translation.  But it shouldn’t.  It’s always better for us to be educated about how the words were used when they were written rather than have the words altered so that they are comfortable for us.  So, let’s see how these words describe Epaphras, the prayer addict.

Passionate commitment.  That’s what Epaphras exhibits.  His prayers display ardor, the intense desire and volitional action needed to bring about the goal.  What is the goal?  For that, we need to see that zelos is connected to qin’a, the Hebrew word that describes zeal for God and His will.  Epaphras pleads that the Kingdom will come on earth.  He pours out his heart  before God, asking to be used to bring about the Father’s will.  He struggles with powers and principalities, wrestling to overcome the evil one who blinds and binds.  Epaphras knows that without grace, we are all lost.  He has experienced that grace.  Now nothing is more important for him than that others know that grace too.  Epaphras is addicted to the well-being of others, and he knows that God is the only means to that end.

This is a lot more than deep concern.  I have deep concerns about the economy.  I have great pain about the people in Haiti and Zambia.  I toil over writing every day.  But zelon polun is more than this.  “Much zeal” starts with a broken heart and ends in Gethsemane.  This kind of prayer is the way of the cross.

There are a lot of addicts in this world.  Those of us who struggle with our perceived unworthiness, who aren’t always sure of God’s unchanging delight, often pursue anesthetized existence.  We block our pain and our fears with power trips, possessions, pleasure, money, shopping, pharmacology, alcohol or a dozen other things that keep us from facing the possibility that we aren’t loved for who we are.  We are the ones with a deep, invisible sorrow.  We need Epaphras.  More than anything, we would like to change places with this man of great zeal.  We want to be the burden-bearers, not the ones crushed under a leaden sky.  

“What must I do to be saved?” said the jailer.  We relationally lobotomized isolationists ask the same question.  We must be saved from our private selves.  How will that be done?  Perhaps the journey begins by kneeling with an prayer addict.  After all, we know what it’s like to be addicted.  We just don’t know what’s it’s like to be addicted to God.

Topical Index:  Prayer

June 9  we request and exhort you in the Lord Jesus that, as you received from us instruction as to how you ought to walk and please God  1 Thessalonians 4:1  

No RSVP

Request – Does God request your obedience?  Does He send an RSVP, asking you to consider whether or not you will decide to conform your life to His desires?  You might think that is the case if you take the Greek erotomen as a formal invitation.  But here, erotomen is not that tame.  The root word erotao can mean to ask about or inquire.  It also can mean to entreat or beseech.  Used in context with exhort (parakaleo), it must take this latter meaning.  Paul isn’t sending an polite request.  He is begging us to following the teachings of Yeshua.  

Does this seem a little strange to you?  After all, Paul is writing to the church.  He is addressing a congregation (qahal and ‘ehad, remember?).  Why would he have to beg these people to follow Yeshua?  If anything, they should be clamoring to be as obedient as possible.  These people want to follow Yeshua.  They know Yeshua as their redeemer.  Their sins have been forgiven.  They are part of a new family and grafted into a new covenant.  Why do they need to be implored to be obedient?

Actually, you already know the answer.  So do I.  There is something deep within us that rebels, something that resists no matter how much we surrender.  There is an oily darkness for human domination that lubricates self-will.  It’s easy to slide away.  Paul knew it (Romans 7).  I know it.  You know it.  Without constant vigilance and sustained assistance, there is not one of us who can make it.  All the apostles experienced humiliating failure.  So do we.  No man who has ever lived on this planet has escaped the greasy fist raised against the God Who loves.   Except one, thank God.  

There’s something else we need to know about this word that helps us see why we must have someone begging us to pay attention.  In John’s gospel, this word is used to describe the tender and compassionate relationship between Yeshua and the Father.  Yeshua says that He will “petition” the Father on our behalf.  When He prays, the word is erotao.  He acts as our priest, beseeching the Father for us (John 14:16).  But when we pray, the word changes.  John 14:13 says that when we ask (in Greek aiteo) in His name, He will do it.  Jesus prays as an equal.  We do not.  We ask as mere servants.  He asks as the King.  

When Paul uses erotao as the verb for begging us to obey, he brings his petition as an equal.  He is also in need of exhortation.  He also needs to have someone beg him to stay the course.  He is just like us.  That’s where we must begin.  That’s why Paul writes to the community of the faithful in Thessalonica.  We simply can’t do it alone.  We are equally rebellious, equally prideful and equally in need of contagious confession.  The banner that flies over the true church reads, “Help me help you.”

I beg you, my brothers and sisters, as an equally ashamed sinner, to be obedient.  Help me help you.

Topical Index:  Obedience
June 10  we request and exhort you in the Lord Jesus that, as you received from us instruction as to how you ought to walk and please God (just as you actually do walk), that you may excel still more.  1 Thessalonians 4:1  

Comparison Shopping
Instruction – Sometimes you just have to have a bunch of translations in order to get the whole message.  This verse is one of those times.  The translation above is the NASB.  The King James will be different because the part in parentheses isn’t there (it was not in the Greek text that the King James translators had in 1611).  But if you look at the NIV, you’ll see other changes.  In addition, our word “instruction” doesn’t actually occur in any of the Greek texts.  It was added by the translators.  All of this just underscores one important fact:  no English translation can be considered totally reliable.  When you really want to know what the passage says, you’ll have to do a lot of comparison shopping.

That doesn’t mean that we can’t understand the idea behind this verse.  Basically, it says that Paul labors over the believers in Thessalonica, encouraging them to walk in godly ways.  But the details seem to be shifting around with each translation attempt.  Let’s take a look at some of the nuances.

The current Greek text reads hina kathos parelabete gar hemon (literally “that even as you received from us”).  The King James doesn’t have the hina (“that”) in its Greek text, so it leaves this word out.  The NASB adds the punctuation and the additional explanatory word “instruction.”  The Greek text doesn’t say that Paul gave them instruction.  What Paul says is that these believers received from him how they are to walk.  If we add the word “instruction,” we push the meaning toward the realm of rules and regulations, just as one would be instructed in school.  But we know that Paul often spoke of imitating his life.  That’s not just rules for living.  It’s the Hebrew idea of copying the behavior and thoughts of the rabbi.  This shift matters.

The NIV is worse.  It moves the idea of instruction to center stage, beginning the verse with “Finally, brothers, we instructed you.”  Beseeching and exhorting are pushed to the secondary position, out of the limelight.  Of course, there is no Greek phrase “we instructed you” in the original.  This is an interpretation, not a translation.  It captures the idea but it isn’t what the words actually say.  

One more will do it for now.  Notice that the NASB suggests that the purpose of all this instruction is “that you may excel still more.”  The NIV says “to do this more and more.”  But the Greek text merely says “that you have much more than enough” (hina perisseuete mallon).  Paul doesn’t specify that you have more in order that you can fulfill some mission like pleasing God.  He doesn’t say that you are to strive more.  He simply says that walking in this way results in more than enough.  The NASB suggests performance (“excel more”).  The NIV suggests appeasement (“in order to please God”).  Both imply an evangelical theology that might not really be in the text.  So, here’s the real instruction.  Be careful.  Ask questions.  Don’t take it at face value.  Translation always involves the thinking of the translator and that’s not always obvious.

Topical Index:  Translation

June 11  I know, O Lord, that a man’s way is not in himself, nor is it in a man who walks to direct his steps.  Jeremiah 10:23
Inherent Ignorance

Not In Himself – You think it’s a way out.  It seems to offer relief.  It looks like the solution.  It feels right.  But Jeremiah is there to remind us that the way of escape is not in us (lo la’adam).  Here’s the problem.  Our own minds deceive us.  The bottom line on the Bible’s view of human spiritual intelligence is this:  I can’t be trusted.

Before you stop reading because this is just too dark, remember that the Bible is the best reality show you will ever see.  It hides nothing from us.  It tells us exactly what we need to know.  And when it comes to finding our direction in life, it tells us that there is a way which seems right to us but the end is death.  We need to know this.  There is no point in pretending it isn’t true or claiming that we are the exception to the rule.  We need to know that we can’t get out of the box through our own thinking.  

If you ever find yourself stuck, if you see the same failures of moral courage coming back over and over, if you devise plans to fight the destructive elements in your life but they never work, then you are ready for Jeremiah.  Here’s the headline:  You can’t get out on your own!  Human intelligence and willpower are just check-out signs at the registration desk of Hotel California (go listen to the Eagles).  “You can check out any time you like, but you can never leave.”

Now what do we do?  The Bible tells me that I am not ready for freedom until I come to the point where I stop trying to get myself out.  As long as I keep thinking that I will find a way, I am lost.  I have to come to a brick wall dead end.

It’s not easy to get there.  You would think that the frustration and failure of trying to find our own plans of escape from internal corruption and guilt would quickly drive us to cry, “What must I do to be rescued?”  But more often than not, it doesn’t.  Human beings relentlessly return to the same vomit.  The problem is not our failures.  It is our wiring.  We just don’t want to admit to ourselves that we can’t do it.  We don’t want to tell God that we are a DNA disaster.  We want God to help us manage our own way out.  We don’t want to say, “Wretched man that I am.”  We don’t want to agree with Jeremiah.  We want a reasonable solution.  Why?  Because the alternative seems so pathetic.  If I can’t check out of the Hotel because there is something wrong with my cognitive processes, then there is absolutely nothing I can do for myself.  That’s exactly the biblical perspective.  Sometimes it takes a lifetime to finally see the bricks.  Sometimes it happens in a startling moment of revelation.  When it occurs, we are left with but one choice.  We must rely on God’s word to direct us, not on anything that we think up along the way.  My asphalt jungle is an asylum maze.  I must follow God’s way if I want to ever be sane again.

Topical Index:  Reason

June 12  So says Yahweh, the God of Israel, “Cursed is the man who does not obey the words of this covenant which I commanded your fathers in the day that I brought them out of the land of Egypt”  Jeremiah 11:3

All Tied Up

Cursed – What comes to mind when you think of “cursed?”  If you’ve been the victim of the Hollywood view of the world, then you probably think of voodoo dolls, spells, incantations and magical rites.  It sounds scary and dangerous.  Maybe it’s time to clear up the confusion.

God is mysterious, but He is not magical.  The idea behind magic is secret powers that allow someone to control the world.  That’s why magic has such an appeal.  That’s why we love superheroes and all the Hollywood foolishness.  We want control.  We want the magical secret, the red pill, the ability to be God.  We want to be “Bruce, Almighty” (about as blasphemous a movie as you could ever imagine).  God is mysterious, but He is not into magic.  We are.

So, when God says that not obeying Him will result in a curse, He  doesn’t mean that He’s going to stick a pin in our voodoo dolls or utter an incantation over us.  God is warning us about the inevitable, built-in consequences.  How does this work?

The Hebrew word for “curse” is ‘arar.  The idea behind this word is binding, hedging in with obstacles and rendering powerless.  In other words, the natural result of disobedience is to make things not work they way they are supposed to work.  Disobedience renders life powerless.  God doesn’t have to put a spell on you.  Sin has powerlessness built into it.

The best example is the story of the Fall.  When Adam sinned, the earth was cursed.  What that means is that the natural productive capacity of the soil was bound.  The earth was rendered powerless.  Adam could still produce food from the ground, but now he would have to force the earth to do what it would otherwise have done automatically.  That’s what sin does.  It binds the harmony and fruitfulness that God built into creation.

The same thing happens to us when we are disobedient.  Just ask an addict.  Addiction renders us powerless over the things in life that damage us.  We can’t fix it.  Willpower is worthless.  We are cursed – powerless.  The greatest paradox of the universe is that sin promises power but delivers bondage.  That’s what the New Testament means when it says that Yeshua freed us from bondage.  He released us from the powerlessness we brought upon ourselves through disobedience.

So, do you want to experience a life of struggle and frustration?  Do you want to be powerless?  Let me tell you how.  Disobey.  The results are guaranteed.

Topical Index:  Obedience

June 13  And Jesus, aware of this, said to them, “Why do you discuss the fact that you have no bread?  Do you not yet see or understand?  Do you have a hardened heart?”   Mark 8:17

Manna Mistakes

Hardened Heart – Jesus certainly isn’t tactful.  He knows that His disciples are anxious about the food supply, but instead of reassuring them that they will not go hungry, He uses a phrase that confronts their disobedient misunderstanding of the character of God.  By the way, what Jesus says ties their actions to one of the most disappointing examples of rejecting God.  Jesus isn’t trying to gently lead them to the truth.  He throws a “Red Sea” ton of water on their conversation.

No disciple wants to be told that he has a hardened heart.  That implies deliberate resistance to the truth.  A hardened heart is a sign of sinful agnosticism because it describes a man who is unwilling to acknowledge what God has done.  The disciples certainly didn’t think that they were being sinful.  They thought they were being practical!  After all, they had only a single loaf of bread between them.  They let their current lack of physical resources dictate their spiritual awareness. They forgot about manna.  Jesus held them accountable for the mistake.  

The Greek here uses the words poroo and  kardia.  The verb (poroo) means to make callous or insensitive, to harden like stone.  Notice that the action is intentional.  If I harden my heart, even through ignorance, it is because I have not allowed the Spirit to show me the truth.  This is the condition of all unrepentant men.  God pours out His grace, but many refuse to allow that grace to penetrate their granite souls.  

Of course, Jesus didn’t speak these Greek words.  There are three possibilities for the Greek verb poroo in Hebrew.  We can see all three in the description of Pharaoh’s response to God.  They are all translated “hardened” in English, but that only means that we don’t understand the nuances – and the nuances make a big difference.  The first possible word is hazak.  Although it is translated “hardened” in verses like Exodus 4:21, that translation doesn’t really communicate what it happening because hazak normally means “to strengthen” and is most often applied to the idea of “power” (as in “a mighty hand”).  When this word is applied to Pharaoh, it means that Pharaoh is unyielding.  God simply allows Pharaoh’s natural resistance to be strengthened so that Pharaoh does not relent.  The second word is kaved.   It means “to make weighty or heavy,” implying either honor or dullness (Exodus 9:7).*  God allowed Pharaoh’s heart to become dull, that is, to move in the direction of the natural man who does not discern the things of the Spirit, simply by withdrawing common grace.   We can see the connection between hazak and kaved.  Both involve God allowing the rebellious soul to act without spiritual intervention.

Then there is the third Hebrew word, the one that Jesus probably used.  It is qashah.  You will find it in Exodus 7:3.  It means to become obstinate, resistant or stubborn.  You’ll find it in Jeremiah 7:26.  Why is it likely that Jesus used this word instead of the others?  Because this is the word the prophet uses to describe the condition of disobedient Israel.  It is the word for not paying attention to the power and majesty of God.  It is applied to the children of Israel in the wilderness and prior to the Captivity.  It is about a nation that didn’t listen to those who were sent to from God (see Jeremiah 7:23).  When Jesus uses this word, the culpability falls directly on the disciples.  They resist what God displays.

That’s Jesus point to his disciples.  Haven’t they just witnessed the miraculous feeding of thousands?  Yet they are concerned about their stomachs.  It is a sign of disbelief, of intentional dismissal of God’s sustaining ability.  

I probably would have been part of this conversation among the disciples.  In fact, I find myself worrying all the time, even after I have seen God’s gracious power displayed.  Jesus rebukes me.  “Don’t you see what’s going on here?”

What about you?  How do you feel about bread? 

Topical Index:  Understanding

*This is the parallel word used in the LXX found only in Job 17:7.
June 14  so that what was spoken through the prophet might be fulfilled, saying, “I will open my mouth in parables; I will utter things hidden since the foundation of the world.”  Matthew 13:35

What Happened?
Foundation Of The World – There are a lot of quotations of the Old Testament in the books of the New Testament.  We never think too much about them because we assume that the quotations are accurate representations of the Old Testament texts.  But have you ever really looked?  Take a deep breath.  You might be surprised.

Matthew’s quotation of Psalm 78:2 is an example of what we usually find.  The verse in Psalms doesn’t quite say what Matthew says.  In fact, the verse in Hebrew literally says, “I will open my mouth in a parable.  I will utter dark sayings from of old.”  You will notice immediately that Matthew’s quotation changes parable to parables and dark sayings from of old to things hidden from the foundation of the world.  How is this possible?  How can Matthew believe that Psalms is inspired by God, right down to the very letters, and still make all these changes?

Most of us assume that Matthew is just quoting from the Septuagint (LXX).  We don’t bother to ask what that tells us about the issue of the inspiration of the LXX.  We just think that Matthew was writing in Greek and the problem is in translation.  But that won’t quite do it.  Why?  Because the LXX doesn’t say what Matthew says either.

Maybe the problem is just in the English.  Maybe our translations are dynamic instead of word-for-word.  A dynamic translation captures the meaning of the text and converts it into the translated language whereas a word-for-word translation tries to be accurate in each word of the original.  That might explain the problem, except that Matthew is Jewish and he clearly knew what the original words were, yet the Greek passage here isn’t even close.  

The usual explanations fail.  Does that mean that we have to give up the usual doctrine of inspiration?  Not at all!  We just need to understand what inspiration means from a Hebrew point of view.  After all, that famous text (2 Timothy 3:16) uses a Greek word for inspiration that Paul had to make up because there was no Greek word available that would capture what he was trying to say about God and God’s revelation.  The issue really isn’t so trivial, especially since most of the New Testament authors seem to play fast and loose with Old Testament quotations.

So, let’s get a few of the basics down.  First, the Hebrew view of inspiration applies right down to the letters of the words.  That’s about as strong a concept of inspiration as you can get.  No New Testament author ever doubted the divine authority of the Old Testament.  Neither should we.  But, second, rabbinic methods of using Scripture are very different than our Greek-based ideas of accurate quotations.  We tend to think that quotations must be exactly correct.  We provide citations in order to show the reader that we have accurately copied the original author’s words.  This is not the way a rabbi thinks.  From a rabbinical point of view, it is possible to alter a text to fit the needs of an argument without implying any degradation of the authority of the original, because the point of the argument is not the accuracy of the quotation but rather the impact of the conclusion on the life of the believer.  There is a lot more flexibility in the Hebrew idea of inspiration in its application, but there is even more rigidity in its authority and divine authorship.

What does this tell us?  It tells us that the way we look at the world from our Greek “has to be exactly right” point of view might not fit the Hebrew worldview.  Just as Hebrew is a language of flow and action (while Greek is a language of fixed and static entities), so the Hebrew idea of inspiration has a fluid quality in its application that we don’t usually recognize in our doctrinal positions.  So, when you read the New Testament, you are really reading a commentary on the Old Testament.  Try that on for size and see how it fits.

Topical Index:  Inspiration
June 15  If anyone offers a grain offering to the Lord, his offering must be of fine flour and he must pour oil on it and put incense on it.  Leviticus 2:1

Cheerios
Grain Offering – Here’s an amazing fact.  Paul justifies the payment of those who proclaim the good news of God by appealing to the grain offering (see 1 Corinthians 9:13-14), as the Lord commanded.  It’s possible that Paul includes Jesus’ remark in Luke 10:7 in this thought.  But this much is certainly true.  Most of us don’t have a clue what the grain offering was all about!  How can we read Paul’s letter to the Corinthian church or listen to Jesus talk about the laborers for the gospel and not pay any attention to the symbolic meaning of the grain offering?  Maybe it’s time to get serious about God’s instructions.

First, a few facts.  The grain offering always followed the daily burnt offering, but unlike the peace offering and the burnt offering, it did not involve animal sacrifice.  Furthermore, only a handful of the grain offering was actually burned.  Most was given to the priests for food (thus Paul’s comment).  

Second, the Hebrew word for “grain offering” is minchah (the middle “h” is guttural).  In secular use, it is often connected to the tribute a servant gives to a master, or the gift from a vassal to a king.  It’s not always about grain (Abel’s offering is a minchah), but it is always about the gift from an inferior to a superior.  We would call this the “first fruits.”  It’s the best that I have to offer to God.  Did you notice that it is performed daily, not just once at conversion?

Third, while there are no specific explanations regarding the additional elements of oil and incense, it doesn’t take much reasoning to see that bringing the best I have, and adding a symbol of anointing and an aroma of holy dedication, consecrates my offering without restriction.  In other words, I take the best I have, add even more value to it, and present it to God.

So, what does this have to do with us?  We are living in the 15th century BC.  Notice this:  the Septuagint translates minchah with the word thysia, the most common word for sacrifice in the New Testament.  It is the same word that Paul uses in Romans 12:1-2.  Paul knew perfectly well that the grain offering was a daily tribute to the sovereignty of God.  Isn’t that exactly what he suggests by exhorting us to present ourselves as a living sacrifice?  It isn’t once; it’s every day.  It isn’t just some of my life; it’s the very best I have to give.  It isn’t plain vanilla; it’s my best plus symbols of holy consecration.  That’s what is “acceptable and perfect.”  The grain offering was presented every morning and every evening in Israel, at the beginning of our production and at the end.  We might not take a handful of flour to the temple altar today, but if we don’t understand the meaning of the grain offering, we neglect to perform its symbolic representation every day, denying God’s sovereignty over us and ignoring His specific commandment.

You thought the sacrifices were abolished when Jesus died on the cross.  You missed the point.  The sacrifices were expanded into the hearts of men.  That’s the direction of the renewed covenant.  So, next time you sit down with your toasted oatmeal, think about the grain offering.  Present yourself as grain dedicated to God, sharing with His priests, a tribute to His Lordship over you this one day.  And then do it again tomorrow.

Topical Index:  Sacrifice

June 16  concerning His Son, who was born of the seed of David, according to the flesh,  Romans 1:3

Dual Reality

Flesh – Is the flesh sinful?  Most Christians, I’m afraid, have a tendency to think so.  Maybe that’s why the NIV translates this Greek word (sarx) as “sinful nature” in most of its occurrences.  But we hardly can claim that the Messiah was born with a sinful nature, so we invent things like the “immaculate conception” of Mary as an exception to the rule.  If we don’t follow Catholicism in this direction, we have other explanations.  But the real problem is much deeper.  It’s a problem with our Greek conception of the world.  When Paul uses the word sarx, he isn’t thinking Greek.  If we just moved over to his point of view, we would have a much easier time.  Let’s try.

First, we notice that Paul says the Messiah was born according to the flesh.  From a Hebrew perspective, that’s the equivalent of saying that Yeshua was really human.  He was embodied in basar (Hebrew for “flesh,” literally “meat”).  That’s the way every human being comes into this world – as basar.  That’s the way we engage the world – as embodied.  Human beings are not ethereal spirits floating around in the another dimension.  They are flesh and blood bodies.

Of course, from Greek philosophy, we are taught that the embodiment of humanity is a problem.  It is the source of our passions, desires and confusions.  If we could just become disembodied spirits, we would be just fine - released from the prison houses of this flesh and blood existence.  In the Greek world, the flesh (body) is bad news.  The spirit is the good stuff.

Christianity absolutely denies this form of Greek dualism!  The world God created, and everything in it, is good.  Sin is not the result of being embodied.  It is the result of willful choice as embodied.  Any suggestion that the body is essentially evil is not a Christian doctrine because it denies God’s good creation.

Second, we have to notice that in the Hebrew world, every human being is a personality embodied in flesh and blood.  Hebrew speaks of an inner man and an outer image.  The whole point of alignment with God is to get the inner person connected to God and integrated with the outer image.  Transparency is the goal.  I want to be intimately connected to God so that there is no difference between who I am on the inside and who I appear to be on the outside.  So, Paul contrasts body and spirit, but he does not mean that the body is bad and the spirit is good.  Both are God’s creation.  The difference is that the body is limited and temporary.  Some day its limited and temporary nature will give way to a greater reality.  In the meanwhile, we are here in the flesh.

You’re probably thinking, “So, I already knew that.”  Great!  Then you won’t start thinking that somehow our flesh and blood existence is destined to sin.  Sin isn’t transmitted in your DNA.  Sin is choosing to disobey.  Of course, there are lots and lots of inherited tendencies and preconditions, but just being human doesn’t make you evil.  It just makes it very, very hard to resist what seems natural.  When God says that it isn’t too difficult for you to keep His torah, He implies that you can!  You can’t deal with your guilt before God, but you can keep His instructions.  That’s why He gave them.  And, of course, when you mess up, God offers reconciliation.  Flesh is not bad news.  It’s just the way things are while we wait for a greater reality to arrive.  It’s the arena where we work out our salvation.  So, enjoy the sunshine on your skin.  Breathe the cool air.  Rejoice in the joyfulness of being alive.  It’s good to be flesh and blood in service to the King.

Topical Index:  Embodiment

June 17  “But you have this, that you hate the work of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate.”  Revelation 2:6

Satanic Order

Nicolaitans – There aren’t many expression where the Alpha and Omega, the Lamb of God, says that He hates certain people, so when we read these words, we better pay attention.  Most of us will see nothing more here than an obscure reference to some first century sect.  We’ll dismiss the bold remark as a lost bit of apocalyptic literature.  We need to be much more careful.

The Greek word nikolaiton comes from two other words, nike and laos.  Literally, it means those who have victory over the people.  Now the words start to become ominous.  Which category of human beings has victory over the people?  We usually call them “leaders.”  Suddenly this verse carries a very contemporary judgment.  Is Yeshua saying that He hates leaders?  Hardly!  But there is a kind of leadership that ranks high on the list of detestable things.  It is the leadership that inserts human authority between the believer and God.  In other words, Yeshua is saying that wherever we find human beings asserting that their authority stands between God and His children, we are looking at the Satanic order.

It’s possible that we just might find Nicolaitans in the middle of the church, or even in our homes.  How can we say this?  Because the priesthood of all believers, asserted by God Himself in the designation of Israel, boldly proclaims that you and I have direct access to God.  We are not required to go through the elders, the deacons, the pastor, the bishop or any other figure in the religious hierarchy.  In fact, although God loves order and certain functions within the Body are performed at His calling and direction, no human being has authority to act as your mediator before God.  Yeshua, the Messiah, fills that role – and only He can do it.  Other members of the Body may be able to offer you advice and counsel, but God expects you to come to Him for life instruction.  That’s why He was so careful (and gracious) to tell us how to live.

This applies to the home as well.  Everyone in the household has direct access to God.  There is no hierarchy that requires a wife to access God through her husband.  Order is not the same as intimacy.  There is one head of the church, and since the church is the assembly of all believers, there is only one head for each believer in that community – and it isn’t the man of the house.  Whenever husbands begin to act as though they are the spiritual access point for all in the family, they are walking the path of the Nicolaitans.  Be very careful.

We might agree with all this theoretical discussion, but that is not the purpose of adopting a biblical worldview.  The purpose is to change our behavior.  It is to align ourselves with God and become transparent transporters of God’s design.  So, it’s time to ask how you’re doing?  Are you yielding to a Nicolaitan in disguise?  Are you acting as though some human being has spiritual authority between you and God?  Or perhaps you are tending to be a Nicolaitan.  Perhaps you’ve asserted that you are the one the people need to consult before they can know the will of God.  Satan loves to tweak the original design just enough to detour us.  Don’t become part of his order or participate in any community that follows his influence.  Jesus hates those who try to replace Him.

Topical Index:  Authority

June 18  For the commandment is a lamp and the teaching is light; and reproofs for discipline are the way of life.  Proverbs 6:23
Bundled Living
Commandment, Teaching, Reproofs – In modern marketing techniques, we are often subject to bundled pricing.  If you want the sports channel, you have to buy the package that comes with three shopping networks and a cooking site.  God uses the same technique, but His plan is designed to give you everything you need for living and nothing you don’t need.

The three Hebrew words here are crucial.  First, we have mitzvah.  Although it can mean human commands, in the first five books of the Bible, this word is only applied to God’s commands.  What God tells us to do is intended to bring life. 

The second word here is torah.  We should translate it “instructions,” knowing that torah is much more than rules.  Mitzvah might be direct commands from God, but torah is an all-encompassing way of living.  Torah-obedience sets God’s children apart from the world.  That’s what it means to be “holy” – set apart for God’s use.  Isn’t it interesting that God tells us exactly what it means to be sanctified and holy?  It means living according to His instructions.   That’s all, nothing added.

Finally, there’s tokehah.  This is the word for correcting something that is wrong.  This is the third part of the bundled package.  You don’t get commands and instructions for holiness without correction.  God knows that we will mess up, so He packages rebukes and reproofs into the deal.

All of this makes perfect sense.  God has our very best in mind, so He puts together exactly what we need to reach the goal of conformity to His character.  We need His direct orders; we need His instructions for living; and we need His correction.  Ignore any one of the three and you are in for trouble.  

The funny thing is that Christians acknowledge the truth of this combination when we say that Jesus is the way, the truth and the life.  We are saying that the personal embodiment of God’s Word, seen in human flesh and blood, is life.  We proudly announce to the dying world that Jesus is the only way to life.  We believe it.  We have experienced it.  But we have forgotten that a thousand years before the manifestation of God’s Word showed up in human form, God told us that mitzvah, torah, and tokehah is what it means to say “The Word is life.”   Jesus is the living perfection of the bundled package.  His life shows us exactly what Proverbs 6:23 means.

There is a reason why John says that the Word tabernacled among us (John 1:14).  Forgiveness of sins is only a small part of the purpose.  When the Word became flesh, God allowed us to see in human form the intended design for living.  It’s hard to imagine that we follow a Savior and Lord who reveals God’s bundled living package and, at the same time, ignore what that Word means when it is unpacked.  How about you?  Are you living bundled or are you trying to only buy the sports channel.

Topical Index:  The Life
June 19  and His name is called The Word of God.  Revelation 19:13

The Red Letter Bible
Name – If you want to know the end, you must start that the beginning.  John’s apocalyptic vision of the return and judgment of the Lord is unintelligible without the Hebrew Scriptures.  A name is never just at name.  A name is the essence of the being named.  A name reveals position and power.  A name uncovers destiny.  So, when John tells us that the coming, glorious Messiah is named The Word of God, he is not just referring to his own gospel.  He is telling us that the Messiah is the very essence of God revealed as creator, sustainer and ultimate goal of everything.  The name of Yeshua is The Word of God.  That’s not just a title.  That’s who He is.  Everywhere you find the Word of God, from Genesis to Revelation, you will find Yeshua.

Does that give you spiritual chills?  It should.  Can you imagine what it means to say that the Word of God became a human being; that the breath of God capable of bringing worlds into existence actually walked around on our planet?  Do you realize that all God revealed to us about Himself was exhibited in Yeshua?  No wonder He could say, “If you’ve seen Me, you’ve seen the Father.”  To know Him is life.  How could it be otherwise?  He’s God!  We can all shout Hallelujah!  

But our excitement will be tempered when we read the preceding verse.  It tells us that this One whose name is “The Word of God” comes dressed in a garment dipped in blood.  Don’t ignore the apparent disconnect.  Our returning Lord is a crucified God.  The reason His clothing is dipped in blood is us.  We are the ones who required that blood-stained garment.   All of the sacrifices since the first time God slaughtered an animal to provide second skin for Adam and Eve have been previews of the crucified God.  The essential character of God is “dipped in blood.”  You might not like that imagery, but it’s our reality.  That’s why God instructed us to participate in the blood sacrifices.  We are to have a visceral, physical experience of what it means for the innocent and holy to die for the guilty.  The bloodline of the Bible is not human progeny.  It is divine compassion.  

Imagine what this means for you and me.  If God’s essential character is His Word – His power and glory – clothed in blood, and we are called to conform to His image, then our lives must honor the bloodline.  We are to step into the place of the crucified God.  We are to love our enemies, become peacemakers, bear the burdens of others, lay down our lives if necessary.  The operating principle of redeemed living is blood sacrifice.  You might think that it was all over when Jesus died on the cross.  You’re right.  He completed the work necessary to adopt you into the line.  But it doesn’t stop there.  Now you are born from above.  Now you are a child of the King.  Now you share in the task of bringing the red letter Bible to the rest of humanity.  And it can’t be accomplished without spilling out our lives.

Wherever we operate in a protection mode, we work against the red letter God.  Wherever we think first of our safety, our needs, our accumulation of goods and services, we remain antiseptically distant from the bloodline of the Bible.  If the name of the Savior is dipped in blood, how can we pretend that our lives shouldn’t bleed?  

Topical Index:  Name
June 20  “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be My witnesses both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the remotest part of the earth.”  Acts 1:8

Mental Geography

Samaria – Acts is the story of the fulfillment of the Great Commission, but if we read it only as a geography lesson, we will never understand the depth of Jesus’ command.  The great commission is not simply about territorial expansion.  It is about a change in my mental topology.  The word that makes it all crystal clear is “Samaria.”  

Think about the Great Commission once more.  It’s not about a command to go.  It is about choosing disciples as I go along the road of life.  It’s about deliberately making apprentices of those who are outsiders.  Too often we think of discipling as a mentoring process for believers, but Jesus is quite clear that His plan is to reach to those who are goyim (the nations), the ones who are not a part of Israel.  Discipling is an action that I take on behalf of someone who stands apart from God.  I ask that person to follow me around for a few years, observing, evaluating and finally, copying me.  Why?  Because I am in total service to the Master and my life is His living witness.

So, whom do I choose?  Jesus has a few words of wisdom on this topic as well.  My choices will include those nearest to me (my neighbors where I live – Jerusalem), those who are in my same community (Judea) and those who present a slightly different problem.  These are my Samaritans.  Who are these people?  They are my enemies.  Yes, that’s right.  I am to choose as my disciples those who would do me harm.  There was no love lost between Jews and Samaritans.  They had been at war for nearly a thousand years.  So, when Jesus says that His Great Commission is to be the method of operation among Samaritans, He might was well have been telling His disciples to embrace all those they considered detestable.  Jesus wanted His disciples to apply the love of neighbor to the love of my enemy.  He was deadly serious about it.

In fact, this is exactly what He did.  Jesus chose Judas as a disciple.  Jesus knew His betrayer, but that did not stop Him from pouring His life into this treacherous man.  Jesus must have known Judas was stealing.  He must have known Judas was dangerous.  He certainly knew when Judas sold Him out.  But Jesus did exactly what He asks each of His followers to do – to choose from the neighborhood, the community and the enemies – to demonstrate what it means to love by turning His attention to the enemy.  Jesus asks us to change our thinking about who matters.  He asks us to take on God’s perspective and to live life poured out.  If He can do it, why can’t I? 

Perhaps we need to rethink our entire concept of evangelism.  It has almost nothing to do with transferring information to someone else in order to get them to the pearly gates.  Evangelism is not really about “them” at all.  It’s about me.  It’s about the change that must come to pass in my heart so that I also weep over the lost enemies of God.  It’s about giving up myself, my agenda, my protection in order that I can be the living witness to the God Who hung on a cross.  If there is anyone on earth who needs to see God is action, it is my enemy.  And if there is anyone on earth who needs to erase enemy territory from mental geography, it’s me.

Topical Index:  Enemy

June 21   but Jesus was asleep  Matthew 8:24

Stormy Monday

Asleep – Without saying a word, Jesus still reflects an Old Testament perspective on life.  To sleep in the midst of a storm reveals complete confidence in the sovereignty of God, just as the Scripture suggests in Leviticus 26:6 (lying down with no concern about trouble), Job 11:18-19 (resting securely) and Psalm 3:5 (the Lord protects the righteous even in sleep).  Jesus is the Old Testament man even when He is doing nothing at all.

Sleep is perhaps the truest indicator of our confidence in God.  You know this whenever you observe a small child sleeping.  No cares, no worries, no wrinkles on the face, the child enters into a refreshing rest confident that someone else is taking care of the world.  How tragic it is when children are robbed of this great blessing from God due to circumstances of life!  How wonderful to be reminded that God watches over a child in spite of the vulnerability.  But too often, we think, “I wish I could sleep like that.”  We have allowed the care of the world and the deceit of riches to rob us of God’s outpouring of grace, found only when our eyes are closed.

The disciples couldn’t imagine how Jesus could sleep in the midst of such danger.  Jesus couldn’t imagine how they could be so concerned when they were in the presence of God.  It’s a matter of perspective, isn’t it?  Most of our stormy Mondays are really a matter of misaligned perspective.  Once we forget that God is absolutely sovereign, we are vulnerable to all the chaos around us.  That noise and confusion shouts only one message, “Be afraid!”  That’s when we need to notice that Jesus is asleep in the boat.  His life is governed by the tender care and total control of the Father.  If we rest in the Father’s arms, there isn’t a single storm in all the world that can disturb our refreshing slumber.

I remember years ago sitting in the bedroom of my oldest son when he was about three years old.  He was sleeping so soundly.  His face was radiantly relaxed.  He was perfectly at ease.  I was weeping.  My life wasn’t at all like his.  My life was full of sorrow, regret and remorse.  My life was chaotic, and that chaos would eventually touch him.  I knew even then that my sins were spinning out of control and it was only a matter of time before his tender slumber would be turned into nightmares – all because I was falling apart.   I can remember that time like it was yesterday.  My tears were not for me.  They were for my son.  My sins robbed him of his innocence.  Within a few months, I was divorced.  His life was never the same.  Neither was mine.  The pain of that lost sleep still haunts me, after nearly thirty years.  In those days I didn’t pay attention to the God who was sleeping in my storm-tossed boat.  If I had only looked at Him, I might have seen the peace that I so longed to have.  But I looked out at those crashing waves and listened to that roaring wind, and decided that I needed to make my own way to the shore.  I threw away a child’s rest in order to save myself.  And I drowned.  No one can save himself.

Perhaps you are like me.  Perhaps you looked toward the storm surrounding you.  Perhaps you forgot about God asleep in the boat.  Look back!  The security you need to survive is not on the shore.  It’s in the storm-tossed boat with you, asleep under the protection  of the compassionate Father.  Why don’t you just close your eyes and rest next to Him?

Topical Index:  Sovereignty

June 22  Then when Judas, who had betrayed Him, saw that He had been condemned, he felt remorse and returned the thirty pieces of silver  Matthew 27:3
Not Enough

Remorse – The usual Greek word for repentance is metanoeo.  It means a complete change of mind, a reversal of direction.  To repent is to turn back to God; accept God’s verdict on my sin and become obedient to His way.  That process usually starts with an experience of guilt.  But there is a parallel experience that feels like repentance but isn’t.  That’s what happened with Judas.  Judas felt remorse (in Greek metamelomai), not repentance.  He experienced similar pangs of guilt, but they did not lead to God.  They lead to suicide.

What’s the difference between these two experiences?  The answer is crucial because far too often we substitute remorse for repentance.  We feel guilty.  We regret what we have done.  We even chastise ourselves.  But we have not repented.  We have slipped into emotions that aren’t enough to really change who we are.  They are just enough to lead us toward greater destruction.

Remorse is the emotional and mental conviction that my actions were inappropriate.  I know that what I did was wrong.  I wish I hadn’t done it.  I’m sorry.  I apologize.  “If I have offended you, I ask you to forgive me.”  The focus of remorse is on me – how I feel and what I can do to change my feelings.  Remorse is recognizing that I feel terrible and trying to do something to fix it.  So, Judas took back the thirty pieces of silver.  He tried to get rid of his feelings by returning the blood money.  It didn’t work.  It never will.  Remorse is not repentance.

But the focus of repentance is on God.  Repentance begins when I see that my behavior insults and slanders God.  Repentance is David’s cry, “Against You  and You only have I sinned.”  Repentance is not really about how I feel, although it is often a shattering emotional experience.  Repentance is about God’s holiness and my hideousness.  It is the recognition that I have tried to be my own god.  It is the willingness to accept the punishment I deserve at the hands of the Judge of all mankind.  I offer no excuses.  I only plead for mercy.  I know that there is nothing I can do to save myself.

Repentance is really between me and God, and no one else.  All the victims of my sinful behavior will be involved at some point, but until the issue is resolved between God and me, nothing else really matters.  When I repent, I reverse the direction of my life.  I return (the Hebrew is shuv) to God’s way.  I reject my previous behavior and adopt His way of living.   Grace follows, only because God is merciful, not because I deserve it.  And then I make restitution with others.

There are lots of times when we play the “Judas” card.  We regret our actions.  We feel remorse.  It’s not enough.  To confuse these feelings with repentance is extremely dangerous.  When our objective is to feel better, we are on the false path.  Repentance is not about feeling better.  It is about recognizing my true state in front of God.  That will probably make me feel worse, but it leads to righteousness.  

Judas tried to fix his feelings.  What are you trying to do?

Topical Index:  Repentance

June 23  but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit never has forgiveness, but is guilty of an eternal sin.  Mark 3:29 (with parallels in Matthew 12:31-32 and Luke 12:10)

Out of Time

Blasphemes – Do you think that God always forgives?  Contemporary Christianity often presents the “all-forgiving” God, implying that no matter what you do, this God will always accept your insults and disobedience and forget about them.  If that’s the God you serve, you won’t find Him in the Bible.  Jesus makes it as plain as any man ever could.  There are some sins that will never be forgiven.  Obviously, it’s very important to understand what these sins are – and to be certain they are never part of our lives.

The only way we can understand what Jesus is really saying is to look at the Old Testament Hebrew background.  It’s not as easy as you might think.  First, the Greek word here (blasphemeo) occurs in only a few places in the Old Testament and none of those are directly connected to blasphemy against the Holy Spirit.  The Hebrew word is ne’asa.  It means to treat someone who formerly offered favor with disrespect and disdain.  There are a lot of synonyms in Hebrew.  They include rebellion against authority, disobedience, hatred, disbelief, forsaking commitments and scornful or slanderous speech.  It’s important to notice that the concept of blasphemy is not limited to what I say.  It’s about what I do, what I feel and what I think.  To blaspheme God is to treat Him in a way that denies that He is the Supreme Authority.  I can do that in all sorts of ways, most of which have nothing to do with swearing.  

Jesus begins His dialogue with a reference to the strong man.  This places the context in the book of Isaiah (see Isaiah 49:24).  The story is about the strong man’s house, but the issue is about authority.  When the scribes challenge Jesus’ power to heal and cast out demons, they suggest that Jesus does these mighty acts by Satan’s authority.  Jesus rebukes them by arguing that no one undoes the bondage produced by Satan by using Satan’s power.  In order to bring about restoration, Satan (the strong man) must first be bound.  Of course, we could focus on the healing and restoration in this incident, but that really isn’t the point.  The point is that the scribes refuse to recognize God’s glorification and sovereignty when it is plainly demonstrated.  After all, Jesus performs a miracle of enormous good.  It happens right before their eyes.  Yet they reject the evidence and ascribe the power to the enemy.  This is a case of deliberate disbelief and rebellion.  Jesus says something terrifying about this behavior.  He says that this particular kind of sin cannot be forgiven.  

We know that God does forgive our sinful behavior, attitudes and words.  So, what’s different here?  The only place in the Old Testament where the idea of grieving the Holy Spirit occurs is in Isaiah 63:10.  When we see what is happening in this passage in Isaiah, we will understand why grieving the Holy Spirit is an unforgivable sin.  

Certainly every scribe knew this text.  It is a declaration of God’s great compassion and saving mercy.  God Himself is speaking.  He says that He came to heal the afflictions of His people.  He came to save them.  But He discovered that they rebelled against Him.  In spite of His goodness, they rejected Him.  This is not a single occurrence to disbelief.  This is a long history of disrespect and hatred for the things of God.  As a result, something terrible happens.  God becomes their enemy.  God’s lovingkindness is turned to wrath, not because God’s character changes but because these men consistently reject God’s grace to the point where they are no longer capable of repentance.  When that happens, there is nothing left for them but judgment.

The Old Testament gives us examples of men whose hardened hearts leave them in this pitiful state.  Pharaoh, the citizens of Sodom and the Amalekites are examples.  They aren’t the only ones.  Jesus tells these scribes that it is possible to tread on God’s mercy so long that the tide changes forever.  His warning is just as true today.  God forgives.  There is no doubt about that.  But unless we embrace that forgiveness, we start down the road of a hardened heart.  And at the end of that road, God is my enemy.  

Topical Index:  Forgiveness

June 24  “keep them in Your name; those you gave to Me, that they may be one as We are.”  John 17:11

As Hebrew As It Gets

Keep – If you listened to Jesus praying in the Garden, you would have heard some very familiar words.  In this verse, that familiarity could only remind you of one thing – Deuteronomy.  “Keep” is the often-resounding cry of shamar – to preserve, guard and observe.  It is most notably applied to God’s instructions.  Hundreds of times in the Scriptures, God instructs His people to keep His word.  Of course, the Hebrew idea of a name would also be clearly understood.  Names were not simply convenient labels attached to people, places or things.  In the world of ancient Semitic cultures, a name was a shorthand description of the essential character of the object.  When it comes to God’s name, His very personal name, the word itself is holy.  Its sound carries with it the sum total of God’s majesty, glory and holiness.  For Jesus to pray that we be kept in His name is to say a good deal more than some sort of guardian angel invocation.  It is to enlist the Creator Himself, and all that His name implies, as the guardian of His children.  Of course, that is essentially what God promised to do in the covenant with Abraham.  And God does not break a promise.

Does this mean that God stands over us, scanning the horizon for attacking forces?  No, I don’t think so.  That God is merciful and compassionate is beyond question, but when it comes to keeping us in His name, I imagine that the first thing that would cross the mind of a Hebrew would be the instruction book of life that was authored by God.  After all, His name is eternally attached to this manual.  To keep me in His name is to push me onto the path of His operational plan and make sure that I stay there.  Essentially (a good Hebrew concept), Jesus is saying that His disciples are to be divinely assisted in keeping torah.

Now, why would He say that?  Every Jew of the first century knew that keeping torah was important.  In fact, Jesus’ argument with the Pharisees usually involved an over-zealous application of additions to the torah.  If there was one common theme in Israel in the time of Jesus, it was the torah.  The memory of the devastation of the Babylonian captivity made an indelible impression on Hebrew consciousness.  Never again!  Or so it seemed.  The “Law” was elevated to the holiest place, and bolstered with hundreds of “extras” just to make sure that Babylon stayed in the past.

Jesus has something else in mind.  This night Jesus prays that the new covenant prophesied in Jeremiah would begin.  Jesus prays that the Father will write the covenant on their hearts.  He is about to seal the new covenant agreement in a sacrifice that guarantees a new heaven and a new earth.  As He initiates this monumental shift in history, He prays for the first sign of the renewal to be manifest – the covenant written in flesh and blood, not on stone.

When we come to believe that Yeshua is the Messiah, when we are grafted into the family tree of God, we experience a new life, a life that manifests itself with a desire to do God’s will.  And that is the sign that the covenant is being written on your heart.  It might take awhile, but God has all the time He needs to finish the job.  All you have to do is let Him etch His words where no man can write.  

Topical Index:  Covenant

June 25  “keep them in Your name; those you gave to Me, that they may be one as We are.”  John 17:11

Unity Defined (1)
One – Why are we so divided?  Why do we argue over theological details, church policy, evangelical focus?  Why does every group of believers build its own steepled fortress?  If “ecumenical” is a bad word, what do we do about Jesus’ prayer of unity?  Have you ever thought about this obvious contradiction to spiritual reality?  Perhaps we can get some small insight if we think in Hebrew.  

First, Jesus used the Hebrew word ‘ehad.  We find this word in the all-important Shema.  “Hear, O Yisrael, YHWH is your God.  YHWH is one.”  It signifies the unity that comes from only one God.  There is no other god.   Not politics, not economics, not religion.  Nothing else can take YHWH’s place.  By the way, there is a reason why we use the four-consonant divine name (YHWH) here instead of the usual expression “Lord”.  When you look up Deuteronomy 6:4, you will see the verse as “The LORD is your God,” but, of course, that is only an editor’s substitution for the real divine name, YHWH.  You might decide to continue with the word “Lord,” but remember that God is notifying Israel that He is not any of the supposed dozens of gods that they experienced in Egypt.  He is the God whose personal name is YHWH, the same God known by their ancestors Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  It is this god, the only true God, Who is one with the Messiah.

Second, we might notice that the way that we are one is also very Hebraic.  To have only one God, whose name is YHWH, is to observe His instructions for living.  That means following the pattern of living that He established in the constitutional covenant agreement with Israel, a covenant that covered everyone who worships Him without regard to their bloodline. When the Israelites came out of Egypt, there were plenty of people in that exodus who were not from the bloodline of Jacob.  It was the same in the time of Jesus.  It is the same today.  If you want to be one with YHWH and His Son, the Messiah, you must adopt His family rules.  It’s as simple as that.

So, what about the endless theological debates?  Enjoy them!  Stimulate your mind.  Challenge your perception.  Hebrew theology is filled with “friendly” arguments over the precise meaning and application of the text.  But this much is never questioned.  If you worship and serve YHWH, you live by His code.

Think of it this way.  If you were an orthodox Jew, you could travel anywhere in the world and find communities that lived exactly the same way, worshipped the same way, taught the same things and held a worldview that was uniform.  They might have rousing debates about points of interest, but there would never be any question about the authority of the torah.  There would be unity in action even if there were disagreement in concept.

What would happen if “Christians” discovered that they were supposed to be grafted into that kind of uniformity?  What if we started acting according to God’s rules and left the theological debates to the professionals?

Topical Index:  Unity

June 26  “keep them in Your name; those you gave to Me, that they may be one as We are.”  John 17:11

Unity Defined (2)
May Be – Sometimes it takes a Greek phrase to give us deeper insight into a text.  This may be one of those times.  Most of us read this prayer and assume that Jesus is pleading for some future, anticipated unity.  If we read Greek we would know that this isn’t true.  Jesus has something else in mind, and we desperately need to know what it is.

The Greek is hina hosin.  Biblical scholar R. C. H. Lenski points out that if the Greek meant “to get to be one,” the verb would have to be genontai.  Instead, we have a Greek construction that must mean to continually be one.  That means that Jesus is not praying that unity will come to pass at some later time, but rather that the unity already exists and the disciples are invited into it.  Leon Morris notes that churches often cite this verse as a justification for ecumenism, but the real implication here is “something much more difficult.  It is unity of heart and mind and will,” a unity that is founded on abiding in the divine love between the Father and Son.  That kind of unity has always been the case.  We don’t abide in it until we partake of the life in the Son.  Jesus is not praying about getting along with your Methodist neighbors or your Pentecostal friends or your Catholic co-workers.  He is praying that every follower of The Way will enter into the same personal intimacy that He enjoys with the Father.  The reason that ecumenism is even possible is not our desire to join hands in fellowship.  It is because when we abide in Him from the heart, we are brothers and sisters in arms with everyone else who walks in The Way.

So, what can I do to bring about this intimate, personal abiding?  Do I just sit, waiting for the Spirit to suddenly empower me to become a holy person?  Do I do nothing until I am overcome with God’s presence and He changes me?  By now you know that God never does what we are supposed to do.  He gives the gift of this spiritual intimacy, but we have to act to accept it.  We are supposed to work out this relationship with fear and trembling (while God works in us).  God waits for obedience before He pours on the enabling grace.

Jesus made it pretty clear.  “If you love Me, you will keep My commandments.”  Christians have a tendency to think that this means we are to “love” everybody.  We have this amorphous, vague idea of some sort of soupy benevolence.  I doubt that Jesus had that in mind.  Jesus is far too direct, too practical, too operational to suggest some sort of undefined feeling.  If you want to know what “commandments” Jesus had in mind, you might consider the fact that He is the “Word” incarnate.  That means the author of the torah stood before the followers of The Way and told them to act according to His former instructions.  Of course, He clarified a good deal about those instructions, removing man-made additions and subtractions, but He never set aside a single precept of the authorized edition.  Why would He?  He owns the copyright.

Unity begins with action.  It ends with joy.  If you aren’t experiencing that joy, maybe you need to take a look at your starting point.

Topical Index:  Unity

June 27  “that they may have My joy fulfilled in them.”   John 17:13

The Good Life
Fulfilled – Jesus does not plan a “cheerless barren existence” for His followers.  He anticipates and provides for a life of joy!  I wonder if we truly believe that – and if we are experiencing this “full of grace and beauty” living.  I suspect that most of the time we allow the cares of this world, the deceit of economic gain and the confusion about law and grace to keep us in chronic spiritual dyspepsia.  We don’t think of Jesus as joyful.  We think of Him as obedient, suffering and detached.  Since we don’t have His perspective clearly in focus, we don’t really know what He is talking about.  We just take two aspirin and hope things will be better in the morning.

The Greek verb, pleroo, literally means “to fill a container to the brim.”  Figuratively, it implies abundant supply.  You can find it in phrases like “richly impart,” “abundant living,” and “the fullness of God.”  The key is that this verb is a passive perfect tense participle.  That won’t mean much to you until you know the meanings of the terms.  Passive means that you and I are the recipients of the action, not the performers of the action.  The perfect tense means that this is an action that was completed in the past but has continuing effects in the present.  Finally, this verb is a participle, a verb that acts like a noun.  What Jesus is saying is that the joy He wants us to have is given, not earned, has always been an essential element of the universe, is guaranteed to followers, is more than adequate for life, overflows from its past foundation into the present and is available to everyone who lives obediently under God.  (Better read that again.)
When did God establish this program of joyful existence?  From the very beginning.  You will find this Greek verb in Genesis 1:22 as a translation of the Hebrew verb male (two syllables) meaning “fill, complete, finish or satisfy.”  In other words, it has always been God’s intention for us to experience this joy.  That was the purpose behind the original command!  God wants you to be absolutely passionate about living.  He wants you to experience amazing satisfaction in what you do.  He wants you to know His purpose, complete it and discover wholeness in the process.  Jesus prays that the original plan will be restored.

Everything important in the Bible happens in the first three chapters of Genesis.  All the rest is amplification and clarification.  If we just understood those first three chapters in their depth and scope, life would be very different.  Jesus came to restore us to the original design, not to usher in some new program.  When He prays for our joy, He knows exactly what that requires.  It requires a return to the only authorized plan that ever existed.  

Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young sang about our collective waywardness when they used the lyrics, “got to get back to the Garden.”  That’s where we belong.  We have been outsiders for a  very long time.  Jesus comes to return us to a place where we can walk in the cool of the evening with God.  If you want the good life, you’ll have to follow His directions.  He’s the only one who knows how to get there.  What a joy it will be when you arrive.

Topical Index:  Plan

June 28  and there shall no longer be any curse  Revelation 22:3

Cornucopia

Curse – Do you remember what the Hebrew word for curse really means? ‘arar means binding, hedging in with obstacles and rendering powerless.  We have lived in a world that has been bound since the days of Adam.  But some day things will change.  Some day the curse will be lifted.  The world will no longer be powerless.

Go back and read the context of this hopeful vision in Revelation.  You will find that it is a description of the Garden of Eden.  Crystal clear water, the tree of life yielding fruit in season, healing and the throne of the Lamb are all part of this vision.  In this context we discover that the curse will be no more.  What does that mean?  Since Adam and Eve were never cursed in the first place, lifting this curse does not take away sin.  This is not an event in salvation history.  This is an event in the restoration of earth.  John must have wept when he heard these words from God.  The earth is going to be re-newed (oh, yes, by the way, the Hebrew word here would not be new but rather renew).  Now do you understand why Paul says that the earth groans for the day of redemption.  The earth itself has been bound for thousands of years.  It has been rendered powerless to do what it was intended to do.  All because of sin!  And when the consequences of sin are lifted from the earth, the dirt itself will rejoice.  It will at last be able to function exactly as God designed it.  
The re-newed heaven and the re-newed earth is part of the cosmic restoration plan.  It’s not about you and me.  We are not center-stage actors in this drama.  We have a part to play, but the production is much, much bigger.  It is a blessing and a privilege to be invited to the stage.  Rejoice in that and then enjoy the show.

If John’s apocalyptic vision means anything at all, it adjusts our perspective on God’s interaction with the world.  Far too often we assume that this entire drama is all about us.  Of course, we might agree with Rick Warren that there is a bigger purpose, but if that bigger purpose is still about human projects like church planting, soul winning, body edification and moral legislation, we are still thinking in a very tiny box.  God is at work in and on behalf of the universe.  This is the greatest possible stage play.  Go take a look at a wonderful exhibit on the size of everything (www.atlasoftheuniverse.com) and see how important you feel.  God has some very big plans.  It’s simply amazing that He even cares about us.  But He does.  You see, we are just like that bound dirt.  We have a role to play in the perfect design of creation.  Intuitively, you know this is true.  If your existence were just an accident, you wouldn’t be aware of that deep longing for true purpose and fulfillment.  You wouldn’t know when you were frustrated with life itself.  But you do.  You know it because you were made for something other than the bound universe.  You know it.  Nature knows it.  The planet knows it.

Can you imagine what it will be like to live in an unbound world?  Can you imagine what deep pleasure it will be to see things work as God intended?  It will be the cosmic dream come true.  Revel in the idea.  Let the power of this hope lift you out of your tiny little box.  Cast your gaze at the stars and realize that everything is going to change.  Everything!  I can hardly wait.

Topical Index:  Curse
June 29  “Blessed are those who wash their robes, that they may have the right to the tree of life, and may enter into the gates of the city.”  Revelation 22:14

Laundry Day (1)
Wash Their Robes – Is God really interested in laundry day?  Do we really have to clean our clothes before we can enter into His gates?  If you translate the Greek word for word, that’s what you’ll conclude but it hardly makes any sense.  The expression is a Hebrew idiom.  If you want to have the right to the tree of life, then you better know what this Hebrew idiom really says.

There are two important ideas in this verse.  They are both about clothing.  The end of the book of Revelation is a glorious account of victory.  God’s plan culminates in the renewed heaven and earth.  The triumphant bridegroom approaches the gates of the celestial city.  All of this is foretold in Isaiah 62 and 63.  His raiment is dipped in blood signifying His defeat of the enemies of God.  This blood will not be washed off.  It is the evidence of His victory.  There is a second group of waiting citizens, those who will enter with the triumphant King.  They are instructed to wash their garments.  That imagery comes from a much older text.  It’s found in Leviticus 16:26-28.

If you read the texts about the sacrificial procedures, you will find a lot of information about clothing.  However, the usual texts require the person to be ritually washed before the holy clothing is put on.  Only on two occasions are the clothes to be washed and both have to do with carrying sin away from the camp.  The first is about the scapegoat.  The person who takes the scapegoat out of the camp, thereby symbolically removing sin from the congregation, must wash his clothes before he can return.  Likewise, the person who carries the skins of the sin offering outside the camp must wash his clothes before he can return.  On both occasions, the symbolic removal of sin and the things associated with the sin offering require an act of purification before returning to the congregation.  When John uses this imagery, he points us to the removal of the telltale signs of the sin sacrifice before we enter into the gates of the city. 

Many Christian commentaries suggest that this is an allusion to the atoning work of Yeshua.  They submit that His death on the cross is the vehicle by which we are cleansed.  Washed in His blood, we are ritually pure and able to enter.  But the text is active, not passive.  It does not say “Blessed are those whose clothes have been washed.”  It says that the blessed are the ones who washed their own clothes.  Certainly this cannot be the atonement provided by the Messiah since we have no part in earning what is a free gift.  Our part comes in obedience after salvation.  If we focus on the active tense of this verse, we realize that washing our own robes is a metaphor for obeying the instructions given by God for approaching Him.  In particular, this metaphor reveals the need for those who have put off sinful behavior to clean the residue from their lives before coming into the Lord’s presence.  How is that accomplished?  By keeping His instructions.

Who will have the right to the tree of life?  Who will enter through the gates of the city?  Those who have washed themselves of the stink of sin.  Their guilt has been removed by Yeshua, but until they have cleaned up according to the torah, they cannot come back into the congregation.  They carry the residue of the sin offering.  It is removed by obedience.  From beginning to end, Scripture teaches obedience.  Are you prepared to enter?

Topical Index:  Obedience

June 30  “Blessed are those doing His commandments, that they may have the right to the tree of life, and may enter into the gates of the city.”  Revelation 22:14

Laundry Day (2)

Doing His Commandments – We have a problem.  You see, there is an alternative reading for this verse in the Greek text.  Instead of “washing their robes,” this version reads, “doing His commandments.”  This alternative version stands behind the Greek text used as the basis of the translations of the King James and other earlier Bibles.  It is found in about half of the existing Greek fragments, although not as early as the fragments reading “wash their clothes.”  The latest Greek New Testament remarks that there is some degree of doubt about either reading.

Read the text in your Bible to see which version is used.  Then ask yourself why you were not made aware of both possibilities.  

It’s impossible to say why there seems to be such a discrepancy in these versions.  Usually the textual issues are fairly small, just a word or the spelling of a word.  But here we have a fairly significant shift in meaning, unless, of course, we are thinking in Hebrew.  “Wash their clothes” is an idiom for carefully attending to the commands of God regarding sin.  That is precisely the same idea behind “doing His commandments.”  Since both versions point to the same set of instructions, we can confidently conclude at least this much – those who are blessed are very careful about the torah.  

Don’t get confused.  This is not about your rescue and deliverance.  The Lamb accomplishes that quite independently of anything you can do.  Grace is a gift.  But blessing (the word is important) is the result of actions that you initiate and carry through.  The word is makarioi.  It is not a verb.  It is an adjective.  It describes the inner state of bliss that accompanies an action taken by the person.  In other words, by doing your laundry (ritual purity) or keeping His instructions, you discover an inner sense of joy and peace.  This inner sense arrives as a by-product of your actions.  You find yourself blessed.  It’s exactly the same use of the word in the Beatitudes.  

Those who know the inner bliss of obedience are free to partake of the tree of life and enter the gates.  That might come about because they have taken the steps to cleanse themselves from sin (wash) or because they simply keep God’s instructions.  Either way, something must be done!  You are not going to be invited to join the feast of the Lamb unless you have done the hard work of purification.  Work it out with fear and trembling (because God is working it out in you).

Maybe we need both readings here, just to make the point unavoidably clear.  You are delivered in order that you may obey.  Obedience is not optional once you are grafted into the family.  The only question is this:  Are you doing what God said to do?  Are you blessed?

Believe me, if you are, you will know it!

Topical Index:  Obedience
July 1  For who knows what is good for a man during his lifetime, during the few years of his futile life?  Ecclesiastes 6:12

Outsourcing

Good – Ecclesiastes is the greatest evangelical tract every written.  By the time you finished reading it, there are really only two options in life:  follow God or commit suicide.  If Ecclesiastes doesn’t convince you of the futility of life without God, nothing will.  So, when the author asks the question “Who knows what is good?”, there is a presumed answer.  Who knows what is good for a man?  No one!  Not a single person on earth has the answer to this question.  Why?  Because every man is trapped in the limits of finite understanding.  If you really want the answers to life’s problems, you will have to outsource the expertise.  You aren’t going to find it on your own, no matter who you are.

This biblical point of view is particularly important in the political frenzy of the times.  The Greek worldview suggests that the answers to life’s big questions lie in the hands of great leaders.  If we just follow men and women of intelligence, charisma, daring and resolve, we can be assured that things will be better.  This terrible mistake is based on the Greek idea that Man can reason his way out of the box.  Convinced that mental capacity and charismatic attraction provide hope, we flock to celebrity leaders.  Don’t be fooled.  None of these men or women can save you; not here and now and certainly not in the future.  They are just as lost, just as deceived and just as foolhardy as the rest of those who believe reasonable men can come up with reasonable answers.  Elect them if you must, but don’t expect things to get better.  This train only goes in one direction – toward destruction and judgment.  

Before you find yourself flushed away in political rhetoric, read Ecclesiastes.  There is only one source for the answer to what is good.  That source is God.   By the way, He does not provide answers to those who are not obedient to His will.  Leadership can call on the name of the Lord every day of the week, but until our leaders actually do what He says, He is under no obligation whatsoever to provide clarity, protection or progress.  In fact, when leaders use His name but live in disobedience, only one thing can follow.  God becomes their enemy.  Heaven help those who follow such men (but, of course, heaven won’t help, will it?).

The Hebrew word tov (good) covers a wide range of meanings.  It’s everything we want: proper, morally correct, convenient, well-pleasing, fruitful, appealing, useful, plentiful, profitable.  Who wouldn’t want tov to be prominent in life?  But it simply will not happen without cleaning house.  God is good.  Read that again and put the emphasis where it belongs, on the verb.  God is good.  There isn’t anything else that is good as an alternative to God’s goodness.  He is it!  If you want goodness in your life, you need to get in line with Him.  The alternative isn’t pretty.

If you think that political choice will improve life, you’re Greek.  There is only one socio-political recipe for improvement.  It’s called repentance.  Micah made it very clear (see Micah 6:8).  Don’t be fooled.  Start in your own house.  Outsource the answer.  What is good?  God knows.  Ask Him, but be prepared to accept the responsibility that comes with the reply.

Topical Index:  Good

July 2  Anything going on its belly, and anything going on all four, and all having many feet  Leviticus 11:42

Bottom of the Text

Belly -  In the midpoint of the torah is the word “belly” (Hebrew gachon).  At the very center of the torah, the midpoint letter is enlarged.  If you were reading in Hebrew, you would see it like this (phonetically):  al-gchon.   This enlarged letter provides the scribe with an heuristic device to insure that there are precisely 152,402 letters before this “vav” (the name of the letter), and 152,402 letters after this “vav.”  You might say, “Fascinating.  But, so what?  Who really cares how meticulous the scribes were in days without computers?”  Just wait!  There is a much deeper lesson here.  Pay attention.

Hebrews consider the very letters of the Scripture inspired.  That means that every letter carries the breath of God.  None are accidental.  None are trivial.  This view of inspiration demands the utmost attention to detail, for if a man mishandles the actual words of God, how can he expect to be counted worthy in his obedience?  It is a dangerous thing to be mistaken about exactly what God says.  The first lesson is the need for absolute fidelity and meticulous care when it comes to transmitting God’s word.  But that isn’t all.

When the Hebrew script is translated into English, or any other language, these variations in the text are lost.  You might think that it really makes no difference because we aren’t scribes.  But you would be wrong.  You see, this little counting device is only one of many oddities in the Hebrew text.  There are letters that are deliberately reversed, intentionally “broken”, enlarged, or diminished.  There are usually stories behind these textual oddities.  They add to the color of the document – and to its mystery.  Not all are as innocuous as the enlarged “vav” at the belly of the torah.

Reflect of this for a moment.  Perhaps you will feel the pang of shame that comes with treating God’s Word in such a cavalier manner as most of us do.  We stuff a Bible into any open space on a bookshelf.  We toss it in the backseat of the car on the way to church.  We might even set a coffee cup on it.  We show little respect for the words of the Lord of the universe.  In fact, the dozens of translations that we commonly encounter might even contribute to this insult to God’s holy words.  Of course, they intend to make the word more accessible, but in the process many of these translations make us feel as though we have just one more point of view about what God says.  We don’t count the letters so we don’t see just how crucial every one of them is.

Ask yourself about your attitude toward the Scriptures.  Are you so entranced by the words of the Creator that you could never imagine treated them in any way except with the utmost care and reverence?  Does the Bible hold a place of honor in your life?  Do you respect it for what it truly is – God’s breath in written form?

Maybe it’s time to reconsider what we can learn from such a simple thing as an enlarged letter in the torah.  Maybe it’s time to stop treating the Bible like a book and start treating it like the receptacle of the Spirit.

Topical Index:  Bible

July 3  “And this is eternal life, that they may know You, the only true God, and Yeshua the Messiah whom You have sent.”  John 17:3 (with corrections)

The Cost of Conversion

Know – “For just another $29,000, we anticipate 100,000 decisions for Christ,”  the voice on the phone enthusiastically proclaimed.  Let’s see.  If I do the math quickly, that’s about thirty cents per “conversion.”  What a deal!  Sign me up.  Who wouldn’t want to get someone else “saved” for only thirty cents?  It’s a cheap ticket to heaven, that’s for sure.

Pardon my cynicism, but I don’t think this is what Yeshua had in mind at all.  In fact, I’m sure that He wouldn’t stand for our program of good news commodity trading.  If we understand what the word “know” really means, we should be embarrassed and ashamed at such misapplied tactics.

Undoubtedly, Yeshua used the Hebrew term yada.  As you already know, it covers a very wide range of experiences, from Adam knowing Eve (intimately) to knowing the truth of the torah (both intellectually and behaviorally).  The point is that the Hebrew word is far more than merely understanding certain facts.  To say that Yeshua is the Messiah means absolutely nothing unless, in good Hebrew application, it is followed with a transformed life of obedience.  Hearing and obeying are the same word in Hebrew.  Quite frankly, getting a “decision” for Christ is fairly useless unless that begins a journey of lifelong transformation of obedience.  And how is that supposed to occur when at the end of the crusade the ex-patriots go home and the “converts” are left without teaching, mentoring and reproof based on God’s instruction manual?   Eternal life is not a conductor’s stamp on my ticket to heaven.  It is an intimate, continual experience of the presence and character of God in the life I live right now.  $29,000 worth of decisions is far less important than $29,000 for someone to stay behind as rabbi, friend and mentor.  After all, the disciples were not “saved Christians” when Jesus died.  Three years of tutoring left them still unconvinced.  They all denied Him – until after the resurrection.  Jesus used a different plan than we do.  He laid a foundation of personal involvement before conversion.  We seem to think that conversion must precede the foundation.  We set our sights of getting the ticket punched.  Only after we have secured the goal of heaven do we worry about a transformed life here and now.  Jesus seems to have taken the opposite route:  transformation discipleship before the experience of enlightened conversion.  Go back and read the Great Commission again.  You might find that the order is quite different than our way of doing things.  Discipling precedes baptism, and since baptism is a sign of conversion, we see that Jesus asks us to disciple before we sell tickets to heaven.
What a shame to the gospel and to the great commission that we have converted discipling into decisions!  We are responsible for a great tragedy – selling the good news – and as a result I am frightened at the possibility that Yeshua will say to us, “Depart from me.  I never knew you.”  It scares me to death.  Yeshua addresses people who actually believed that they were doing everything right.  They even had “evidence.”  But they did not know Him.  They knew all about Him.  They knew how to run the campaigns and the programs and the products.  But they forgot that even Yeshua only took on twelve in three years, not 100,000 in three days.  In our efforts to fulfill our version of “to the uttermost part of the earth,” we have bypassed the obvious for the sake of mass appeal.  We are selling life insurance, not transformed living.  No man can come to God without first counting the cost, and by any count, the cost is very high!  It is not accomplished with a twenty-word prayer or a raised hand.  It is accomplished with a revolution in behavior.  I simply don’t believe in easy salvation, cheap grace or gate passes to heaven.  I am not impressed by the numbers.  I want to see radical changes in obedience.

Of course, crusade tactics are a start.  If God can use a donkey to speak the truth, I imagine that He is able to use even our worst misinterpretations.  That, however, does not make us less responsible for the error.  If providing a “saving knowledge” of Jesus was all that mattered, then those millions who have been touched by mass campaigns would have long ago revolutionized the nation, and the world, for God.  Apparently, it didn’t work.  Our nation and our world seem to be more disobedient than ever, in spite of the millions of “decisions for Christ.”

I am waiting for the day when someone calls to ask for money in order to go live where people hurt.  Mother Theresa was no fool.  She knew that real evangelism begins by lifting someone from the gutter and staying there to help.   Even Jesus said that He came for the sick, not the psychosomatic.  In the meanwhile, I hope that we will eventually get it.  There’s a lot more to say here, but maybe you just caught me on a bad day.

Topical Index:  Evangelism 
July 4  Peace and mercy to all who follow this rule, even to the Israel of God  Galatians 6:16 (NIV translation)
Subliminal Theology

Even – By now you must realize that you and I are victims of the translators’ theological persuasion.  When we read the text in any language but the original, we must rely on the clinical honesty of the interpreters.  Unfortunately, the bias of commitments to theological positions often causes our translations to contain hidden messages, sometimes in the smallest of words.  That is the case with this verse.  The tiny Greek word kai, uniformly translated as “and”, is here modified to read “even”.  Why?  Because the translators don’t want you to believe what Paul is really saying.

John Parsons makes the point very clear.  In his article on Israel, he notes that the translators of the New International Version inserted their theological bias when they came to this verse.  These men believe that the church replaced Israel, that the current age of the church has taken precedence over the past age of Israel as the means God uses to reach the world.  According to this theological position, Israel’s apostasy resulted in God giving up on them and substituting the Gentiles in their place.  As a result, texts are altered in tiny ways to promote this idea.  John says, “An example of this sort of disingenuous methodology is found in the translation given to the Greek word kai ("and") in Galatians 6:16 (“as many as walk according to this rule, peace be on them, and mercy, and upon the Israel of God”), which incidentally is the only place in the entire New Testament where the word Israel is not explicitly used to refer to ethnic Israel. [Replacement] theologians conclude that the kai before the term "Israel of God" is best translated "even" (as the NIV translates), however most Greek scholars have noted that this would be an anomalous usage and is without grammatical warrant found in the context itself (i.e., the argument against the Judaizers). Indeed, the plain reading is simply that Paul uses "and" to pronounce a blessing on believing Gentiles and believing Jews in the church, not to equate national Israel with the Church.”

Translation substitutes like this are so subtle that they barely raise an eyebrow.  We don’t realize that we are being gently pushed to accept the idea that the church has taken the place of God’s election of Israel.  It’s subliminal theology.  Unfortunately, this isn’t the only example.  Throughout the history of translations, from the King James to The Message, more than the text has often been presented in the choice of words.  There is tremendous risk in attaching yourself to a particular translation.  Always dig deeper.  You are going to be held accountable for proper obedience.  How can you know what God really says if you are going to rely on a translation that incorporates theological conspiracy?

Don’t take my word for it either.  I have a personal bias as well (but I am quite sure you realize that).  My efforts are simply to get you to think more deeply about what you are reading, to question the implications of the translation, to seek the truth.  God’s Word will stand any amount of scrutiny.  What you find might challenge your long-held assumptions; but what would you rather have, the truth or a comfortable complacency?

Topical Index:  Translation
July 5  They profess to know God, but by their deeds they deny Him, being detestable and disobedient, and worthless for any good deed.  Titus 1:16

Worthless Words

Profess – We need a new vocabulary for the idea of a “confession of faith.”  We need a vocabulary that actually describes “faith” as a verb, not a noun.  Why?  Because professing to know God means nothing unless there is a radical change in behavior.  

The Greek verb here is homologeo.  It literally means, “to say the same.”  The idea is that my words are aligned with another person’s words.  We say the same thing.  In Christian parlance, that usually means that I confess that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God.  Paul has no argument with that.  He is simply pointing out that Greek confessions are not Hebrew transformations.  Unless we know the difference – and do something about it – we are going to be condemned by this verse.

The problem is really rooted in our view of professing.  In a Greek-based culture, we believe that having the right information is the goal.  We place emphasis on proper and correct knowledge.  If people say that they believe certain statements, we applaud.  After all, having rationally justifiable true beliefs demonstrates superior intellectual comprehension, and in the Greek world, the goal is getting all the answers right.  From education to economics, the Greek ideal of right answers shows up everywhere in our culture.  Of course, it also infects the church.  As long as I acknowledge that Jesus is the Christ, I pass the exam.  

That view is anathema in Hebrew thought.  The Hebrew worldview is about right action, not about right answers.  If there is no behavioral consequence to my verbal proclamation, I am a liar, even if what I say is absolutely true fact.  From a Hebrew perspective, the goal is about what I do, not necessarily what I say.  Now you have a framework for understanding Jesus’ parable about the son who says he won’t do what the father asks, but later actually does it.  The son who professed his willingness but never did what he said he would is the one who is condemned.

This distinction is a huge problem in the church today.  Christianity is being practiced as if it were Greek philosophy.  In other words, to be a Christian all I need to do is subscribe to a set of creedal proclamations.  As long as my words are right, I am included in membership.  What would happen if we started acting as Hebrew believers?  Probably the first thing that would happen is a mass exodus from the pews.  All those members whose lives are behavioral denials of God’s character would need to exit.  The church is not for them.  Their words are worthless unless they are backed up with godly action.  Don’t tell me that you believe in a God of compassion when you don’t weep over your neighbor’s infidelity.  Don’t tell me that you believe that Jesus forgives your sins when you hold grudges.  Don’t tell me that you believe in God’s power to restore when you refuse to humble yourself.  Paul and Jesus say the same thing:  You will know them by their deeds, not their words.

True Christianity is wordless worship.  Frankly, Jesus didn’t have to say a thing to make His presence felt.  His life was the gospel read in flesh and blood.  Is your life like that?

Topical Index:  Professing

July 6  They profess to know God, but by their deeds they deny Him, being detestable and disobedient, and worthless for any good deed.  Titus 1:16

Qualitative Conditions

Know – We need to read Greek in order to understand the impact of Paul’s opening phrase.  First, the most important word comes at the beginning.  It is not “they profess.”  It is “God.”  Second, the verb translated “know” is not ginosko.  It is eido.  Why is this important?  Because the ones making this profession are not simply saying that they know the facts about God, they are claiming that they have a direct and intimate experience with God.  That makes it all the more tragic. 

Ginosko is the Greek word for knowing as a result of gathering information.  It is knowledge that comes from trial and error, from testing and from research.  This is knowledge of the facts about God.  More than 90 percent of the American population has some form of ginosko knowledge of God.  It doesn’t mean a thing.  One of the principle reasons America is such a morass of moral muddle is its fixation on ginosko knowing.  When it comes to actually changing things, it’s nearly worthless.  You might ask yourself how it is possible for a nation that flocks to Billy Graham crusades, tunes into Joel Osteen and buys millions of Bibles to be so far removed from godly behavior.  The answer is obvious.  Ginosko on Sunday does not affect Monday management.  Ginosko knowledge is a warehouse of shelf-life boxes.  There is no delivery plan. 
That would be bad enough if it were not for the fact that Paul uses the verb eido.  This is knowledge that claims to be the result of direct, intimate involvement.  This is like saying that I know that I am in pain.  I don’t need to do research to discover if I am in pain.  I don’t need to test myself or gather facts.  I just know it.  

Paul says that there are people who make this eido claim, but their lives show no results.  In fact, they act as though God is not even part of the equation for living.  How does Paul know this?  It’s really very simple.  These people claimed to follow the God of the Bible, but they did not alter their lives to fit God’s instructions for living.  They worshipped on whatever day suited them.  They ate whatever they wanted.  They gave according to their own conscience.  They ran their businesses without consulting God’s design for capital distribution.  They worried about their own problems first.  They sought their own goals.  They hated their enemies.  They were gossips.  They took advantage of circumstances whenever they could.  They refused to forgive.  

Anything sound familiar?  

Ginosko thinking is deadly to Christianity.  Eido profession without action is deadly to Christians.  There are conditions for being useful to God.  Ignoring them leads to worthlessness.

Topical Index:  Professing

July 7  They profess to know God, but by their deeds they deny Him, being detestable and disobedient, and worthless for any good deed.  Titus 1:16

That Smell

Detestable – Lynyrd Skynyrd plays some mean rock and roll.  If you’ve never heard “That Smell,” you need to listen at least once.  It’s about the stench of death that surrounds drugs and alcohol.  Years before the current war on drugs rhetoric, this band realized that the only purpose of some things is destruction.  Paul might not have been a Lynyrd Skynyrd fan, but he would have recognized the logic.  Some actions smell.  That’s why Paul uses the Greek word bdeluktos.  

Don’t stumble over the pronunciation.  Remember something far more important.  This word is never used in Classical Greek.  That means that Paul created the word in order to capture a thought that is not native to Greek.  In order to understand what kinds of action smell, we need to know what Hebrew idea Paul has in mind.  A quick search of the LXX reveals that the only place this word is used in the Hebrew Bible is in Proverbs 17:15.  Suddenly the stink becomes obvious – and damning.  Proverbs tells us that two actions stink to high heaven:  justifying the wicked and condemning the just.  The Hebrew word is to’evah.  It is also associated with idolatry, child sacrifice, homosexuality, marrying outside of the faith and eating unclean food.  Now you know what smells.  Now it might be necessary to carry a face mask in your pocket.

Let’s consider these stinking actions in contemporary society.  Justifying the wicked sounds a lot like the constant cultural adulation of immoral behavior.  From Hollywood to the local community, there is a cheerful exuberance about “getting away with it.”  We chuckle in our arrogance, but our actions smell like an open sewer.  Hopefully, we are not teaching our children to do unto others before they do unto you.  

Of course, condemning the just is also foul.  Every time a member of society uses leverage to take advantage of the innocent, God has to use an air freshener.  Let’s see.  That might be something like restructuring a loan so that it goes into default or pressuring someone under duress in order to increase your personal gain.  It might be as simple as blaming someone for an action that you have no proof they did.  It might be deflecting your responsibility by passing the guilt to someone else.  The innocent are such easy targets.

God notes a few other detestable acts.  Worshipping anything other than the Creator, killing children in order to preserve your lifestyle, having sexual encounters with same gender partners, marrying someone who is not a follower of the Way or refusing to acknowledge what God provided for food, all qualify.  Someone is going to make a fortune selling nose plugs.

Now we have real problems.  How many of us claim to have an intimate experience with God but act in ways that God considers detestable?  Of course, we might not be homosexuals.  We might not have had an on-demand abortion.  But there are a lot of other things on this list of detestable actions that probably speak to us.  Is there really any difference?  If it stinks, it stinks.  The air freshener you purchase with your tithes won’t cover up this smell.  It’s time to abandon stinking living.

Topical Index:  Professing

 July 8  They profess to know God, but by their deeds they deny Him, being detestable and disobedient, and worthless for any good deed.  Titus 1:16

Hard-Boiled

Disobedient – There are three different Greek words for disobedience.  It is important to know why Paul chooses this one rather than the other two.  Here the word is apeitheia.  It means unwillingness to be persuaded, willful obstinacy.  Then there is parakoe (Romans 5:19, Hebrews 2:2), a word that means careless listening leading to active disobedience.  You can think of the Hebrew word shama where hearing and obeying are split apart.  Finally, there is anupotaktos, meaning not subject to authority (1 Timothy 1:9).  What Paul seems to have in mind here is the refusal to admit that a profession without subsequent transformation is an abomination to God.  In other words, these are people who go right on claiming to be in God’s favor in spite of the fact that their lives point to another conclusion.  They will not acknowledge the plain evidence.  They won’t listen because they love what they do.

Maybe this is the worst of all the words Paul could choose to make his point.  This word pushes aside our excuses.  It wipes away our supposed ignorance.  It goes right to the heart of the matter.  We don’t want to hear what God says because we love the dark.  Don’t be mistaken.  These people are the first to tell you how much they love God.  They are quick to step forward when the church needs volunteers.  They might even give generously.  But they don’t really want to change their lives.  They want a religion that fits them, not one that convicts them. 

When I was a teenager, I worked for a man who owned a chicken farm.  After dark, we entered these enormous chicken coops, collecting thousands of chickens for processing.  The chicken could not see in the low red light, so all we had to do was grab them by the feet and carry them to the waiting cages in the trucks.  When we entered the coop, the smell was nearly overpowering.  Everyone wore bandanas.  But as the night wore on, we all noticed that the longer we were in the coop, the less we had to fight the smell, until finally, we were completely adjusted to it.  Our minds simply blocked it all out.  We didn’t know how bad it was until we finally finished the job and left the sheds.  

That’s the way willful obstinacy works.  Keep at it and pretty soon you don’t even notice that you are living in filth.  Pretty soon things begin to smell normal.  As long as you stay inside the chicken coop, you don’t know that you are slowing suffocating to death.  God’s Word brings a searing blast of fresh air to your spiritual lungs.  Suddenly, you are overpowered by the smell around you.  You have two choices.  Admit that you are living in filth and seek deliverance, or deny that the fresh air is real and put the face mask back on.  Those who claim to love God but refuse to be chastened or convicted by His word are going to suffocate in chicken droppings.  They just won’t know it until it’s too late.

If disobedience produces a hard-boiled attitude in you, your lungs are filling with toxic dust.

Topical Index:  Professing

July 9  Then He opened their minds to understand the Scriptures,  Luke 24:45

Closed Shop

Opened Their Minds – Luke expresses the thought in a truly Greek way.  “Opened their minds” is the Greek phrase dienoizen auton ton noun.  Literally, it is “he opened up the mind of them.”  That’s interesting, isn’t it?  The pronoun (auton) is plural but the noun (ton noun) is singular.  Even in this Greek construction, we see a Hebrew perspective.  The verse does not say that Jesus opened each one of their individual minds.  It says that He opened up the collective understanding.  The truth was revealed to them as a unit, not as individuals in the unit.  When we translate this verse, we move the meaning to a Greek worldview.  So we convert the group consciousness to individual apprehension.  What Jesus says is revealed in community, not in individuals.  That’s important, especially in a culture where individualism reigns supreme even in religious experience.

The Greek verb is dianoigo.  It implies opening up what was closed.  It is used to describe the experience of a firstborn child – to open the womb for the first time.  In the LXX, it translates the Hebrew word paqah.  This verb is often used to describe the experience of seeing something that was hidden.  When Jesus causes His disciples to “get it,” they suddenly discover what was there all the time.  It was just hidden from their understanding.

The implication is actually rather staggering. This event occurs after the disciples are fully aware of the resurrection.  These men had studied the Hebrew Bible all their lives.  They learned to read from its texts.  They heard it read aloud every Sabbath.  They probably were more acquainted with Scripture than any ordinary Christian today.  But they still didn’t see the bigger picture.  They were eye witnesses to the greatest manifestation of God in history and they didn’t understand what it meant.  Jesus had to open up their minds.

What this means is that Scripture is not apprehended by intellectual prowess alone.  Scholars do not command exclusive rights to spiritual wisdom.  Why?  Because the truth of God’s Word lies hidden until the Spirit opens a passageway into a person.  It’s perhaps ironic that the oldest form of the Hebrew language is pictographic.  Like Egyptian hieroglyphics, early Hebrew used symbols to represent letters.  The consonants DRB make up the word dabar (which means “word”).  The pictograph carries the meaning “a door into a person.”  God’s Word is an opening into me, but it will never be what it is supposed to be until God opens the door.  This is not the picture of Jesus knocking.  This is a picture of the active word, pushing aside the door to enter into me.  What this means is straightforward.  You will never understand what the Bible is saying unless God opens the pathway into your consciousness.  

You can’t get it by reading, studying and memorizing.  Without the Spirit’s intervention, the door stays closed.  Maybe reading your Bible needs to start with something besides opening the book.

Topical Index:  Understanding

July 10  “Now therefore why do you put God to the test by placing upon the neck of the disciples a yoke which neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear?”  Acts 15:10

Man-Made Religion

The Test – This translation softens the language.  That’s not so unusual.  Many translators remove the punch in texts in order to lessen the controversy.  But we need to feel the impact of Peter’s words if we are going to understand just how important this statement really is.  Unlike our contemporary translations, Peter doesn’t pull punches.  

The Greek really says, “Why do you tempt God?” (ti peirazete ton Theon).  It’s not merely a matter of testing or proving.  In this context, the word specifically implies soliciting a sinful response from God.  Imagine the impact of Peter’s statement on this audience.  These are devout men.  Many are Pharisees, meticulous about keeping all the torah.  When Peter’s words explode from his mouth, they were hit with a verbal closed fist.  To tempt God was one of the worst offenses imaginable.  Certainly Peter used the Hebrew word nasah, recalling the apostasy of Israel in the wilderness (Exodus 17:2).  Even more importantly, this word is part of the Shema (Deuteronomy 6:16).  Suggesting that these men are tempting God places them in mortal danger.  You can bet that they were really listening after Peter said this!  

Notice that Peter does not cast this controversy as a religious or ecclesiastical issue.  In Peter’s view, this is about fidelity to the one true God.  If God accepts the Gentiles on the basis of grace alone, no man has the right to question God’s decision.  God decides the issue of salvation, not you or me.  Peter recognizes that this controversy is not about obedience after salvation.  The controversy is about the basis of salvation.  These men suggested that a Gentile needed to live according to Jewish laws in order to be saved.  Peter says “Absolutely not!”  He points out that even the children of Israel were not saved by being obedient.  In fact, that kind of thinking placed such a heavy burden on the Israelites that they collapsed under the weight.  No man is saved through obedience.  It’s simply impossible.  The Israelites could not bear this yoke and neither can the Gentiles.  Legalism is a redemptive failure no matter how it arrives or what it entails.  Wherever men require more than God, they put God to the test.  Heaven help them.

If you read the rest of the report of the first church theological council, you will see that the issue of God’s saving grace is forever put to rest.  Salvation comes about because God chooses to be gracious toward men.  There are no other conditions.  How we respond to that grace makes a world of difference in completing God’s mission and in experiencing fulfilled lives, but we are not saved because we did something to gain credit with God.  Understanding this is crucial, even today.  The deceptiveness of legalism always lurks in the hallways of the church, waiting to add just one tiny requirement to the salvation formula.  Baptism, moral living, tithing, creeds, dress or any number of tiny additions divert us from the great love of the Father.  Every addition is a challenge to God’s character.  Be very careful!

The difference between Law and Grace was a problem in the first century.  We still struggle with that problem today.  The issue keeps coming back.  Every generation must re-assert the freedom of God’s grace and the purpose of obedience.  Every Christian must live according to that difference.  What about you?  Are you free to obey?
Topical Index:  Legalism

July 11  “For in every city from ancient generations Moses has those proclaiming him, having been read in the synagogues on every Sabbath.”  Acts 15:21

Assumed Obedience
Proclaiming -  Peter delivered the final word on salvation.  It is God’s work alone.  No man can add to God’s grace formula.  Now James endorses Peter’s statement, but he amplifies the thought by explaining why he isn’t concerned that this freedom will lead to uncontrolled indulgence.  James says that Moses is proclaimed in every synagogue every Sabbath.  The Greek is kerusso, the same word used for preaching.  There is no need to worry that grace will open the door to license.  Every one of these converts is listening to Moses’ words every week.  They are getting a full explanation of the relationship between Law and Grace.

Do you see the implications here?  First, the Gentile converts to Messianic congregations are meeting in synagogues on the Sabbath.  That means that they are not gathering for community worship on an alternative day.  The Sabbath is part of living an obedient life just as the commandment requires.  Becoming a believer in the Messiah doesn’t change that.

Second, James is confident that all the converts are learning the torah.  Moses’ words have been part of the educational process of godly living for generations.  The event of the resurrection didn’t change that.  These men assume that torah education will continue just as it always has.  That’s what it means to be obedient to God and to live according to His plan.  James doesn’t show the slightest concern about proper behavior because he knows that every convert is being trained in torah.  

Both of these obvious assumptions raise significant issues for contemporary Christianity.  This church council occurs long after Jesus returned to the Father.  The council convenes in the presence of Paul and Barnabas.  Yet there is no controversy at all about living according to torah.  Torah-obedience is simply assumed.   That means worshipping on the Sabbath and keeping the torah instructions.  No one objects to any of this.  Why?  Because they all knew that God still expected it.  Every one of these men believed Jesus was the Messiah.  Every one of them recalled His teaching.  Yet none of them felt any discrepancy with torah​-obedience.

Something happened between the first church council and the third century political endorsement of Christianity.  By the third century, the church no longer worshipped on the Sabbath.  It no longer proclaimed the words of Moses every week.  When Constantine was finished with revising Christianity, the religious basis of the faith was no longer connected to the culture of the Messiah.  It has been lost ever since.

You might consider just how odd it is that we are so far removed from the first council of the believing church.  Don’t give me the excuse that the church was Jewish.  It wasn’t.  The purpose of the counsel was to address Gentile converts, so the Jewish excuse won’t fly.  And don’t try to claim that this event occurred before the full revelation of Jesus as the Messiah.  Obviously, that isn’t true either.  Something else happened that pushed Christianity away from its first expressions of faith.  Do you know what it was?  You might want to take a serious look, especially when you see that God never endorsed the change.  But someone did.

Topical Index:  The Church

July 12  Then a shoot will spring from the stem of Jesse, and a branch from his roots will bear fruit.  Isaiah 11:1

Deliberate Location

Branch – You may not appreciate the message in this verse unless you live in Long Branch, New Jersey or North Branch, Minnesota or Olive Branch, Mississippi or West Branch, Iowa.  Why?  Because there is a play on words in Hebrew that is all about a city named Branch.  

The Hebrew word for Branch is netzer.   This was a special name for the Messiah – the Branch of Jesse.  All you have to do is look at the next verse to see how this person is described.  God’s Spirit rests on him.  He has wisdom and understanding, counsel and strength, knowledge and reverence.  He is a delight to God and exhibits God’s character.  Every Hebrew reader knew what this meant.  But even though they knew the meaning, they failed to see the irony.

God loves riddles.  Here’s one of His favorites.  Where will the Branch of Jesse be revealed?  Where else?  In Branch, Israel.  You see, the name Nazareth (Netzeret) is derived from this word netzer.  It is a branch in the road, a little nothing of a town, just a place where travelers have to choose a direction.  But out of this fork in the road comes the greatest direction-changer the world has ever known.  The Branch of Jesse is from Branch, Israel.  Matthew 2:23 makes the connection obvious.  “He shall be called a natzrin.”  We translate this as Nazarene.  God seems to love a little pun now and again.

Imagine how difficult it was for the people of Branch, Israel, to understand what was happening in their village.  A son of a carpenter stood up in their synagogue and proclaimed that He was the Messiah, and more than that, the human manifestation of God.  They were shocked, not simply because of the blasphemy, but because they all knew that Branch, Israel, was nothing special.  They all knew that nobody of any importance ever came from Branch.  The Messiah had to come from Bethlehem, not Nazareth.  The Messiah couldn’t be a carpenter’s son, especially this carpenter’s son.  After all, they knew him.  He was just like them; a man from a fork in the road.

Imagine the intricate engineering of God to bring all of this to fruition.  God has to make sure that Jesus is born in Bethlehem, even though His earthly father doesn’t live there.  God has to engineer the genealogies in a way that He can overcome the curse on Jehoiakim and still retain the line from Solomon (look at Jeremiah 36:29-31) and the house of David.  Finally, God arranges that Joseph and Mary bring Jesus out of Egypt and settle in Netzeret, exactly as required to fulfill the word play in Isaiah.  Of course, there are dozens of other engineering feats accomplished in order to complete the ancient prophecies.  Frankly, it’s simply beyond human ability to orchestrate a story that would cover all these conditions.  Isn’t God amazing!

If God takes such care of human circumstances over thousands of years in order to bring about each tiny detail, what does this tell you about God’s engineering in your life?  Do you think that He is any less capable, less interested or less engaged?  God has been working on your plan for eons.  How does that make you feel?

Topical Index:  Sovereignty

July 13  “You shall fear the LORD your God; you shall serve Him and cling to Him, and you shall swear by His name.”  Deuteronomy 10:20

Divine Vows

Cling – The marriage covenant is consistently portrayed as an example and a symbol of God’s covenant with His children.  From Deuteronomy to Hosea, the Old Testament uses the relationship of marriage to picture our relationship with God.  He is the faithful lover, the one who pursues, the one who cherishes.  We, on the other hand, are more often like Gomer (see the book of Hosea) than we are like the virtuous bride.  Much of the language of this marriage bond can be found in the Hebrew word davaq, seen in this verse and in the paradigm case in Genesis 2:24.  The verb means more than simply glued together.  It implies fidelity and faithfulness, holding on over the long run.  The word describes God’s reliability and consistency fastened to His covenant.  In  an age when marriage is little more than financial and sexual convenience, it’s good to be reminded that God’s point of view is not about a workable arrangement but rather about a permanent commitment regardless of the behavior of the other partner.

The reminder is a good one, but it is not the point of today’s examination.  What we need to notice is that the same Genesis 2:24 pattern occurs in this verse.  In the model for marriage, the husband forsakes his father and mother and clings (davaq) to his wife.  This is certainly not what we expect or what we practice.  I would venture to guess that you have never been to a wedding where the bride stood at the altar waiting for the husband to be given away by his parents.  Since the biblical model is clearly not patriarchal, you might ask where we got our marriage ceremony pattern.  What’s important is this:  a husband is to cling to his wife in the same way that we are to cling to God.  There are several other verses in the Bible that portray the same analogy.  In each one, God is represented by the woman, not the man.

There are two important implications here.  The first is obvious.  The quality of my marriage is determined by my long-term fidelity and attachment to my wife.  As a husband, I am required to break all other human relationship expectations and shift everything to her.  She cannot fulfill her role as ‘ezer (see Genesis 2:18 – helper) unless I cling to her.  In precisely the same way, God cannot fulfill the role of the ‘ezer of His children unless they cling to Him.  It’s worth noting that the ‘ezer is the faithful protector and provider, whether it is the wife or God Himself.

The second implication is that the comfortable orientation of the culture toward male dominance and patriarchal thinking does not seem to be part of the biblical pattern.  The role of the ‘ezer is established before the Fall.  God takes on this role throughout human history.  This should give us pause.  While feminism seems to be the wrong-headed attempt to replace male dominance with female dominance (and thereby turn women into men), the idea of a female orientation in biblical thinking may not be as strange as we first assume.  The God who chooses the second when men choose the first may just be the God who represents His deepest desires for relationship in terms of the divinely given role of the female, not the male.

This much is certain:  God expects us to cling to Him.  If you aren’t experiencing this in marriage, how do you expect to make it work with an invisible soul-mate?

Topical Index:  Marriage
July 14  for He says, “At the acceptable time I listened to you, and on the day of salvation I helped you”; behold, now is “the acceptable time,” behold, now is “the day of salvation”;  2 Corinthians 6:2

Theological Substitutions

The – Is it once upon a time or is it as an appropriate time?  If you read the translations in the NASB or the NIV or the NKJV, you might think that there is a single, acceptable time when God acts on behalf of His children.  That’s certainly what it looks like with the definite article “the” in front of those critical words.  The only problem is that there in no definite article in the Greek or the Hebrew texts.  So, how did it get there?

We might ask why anyone would add the definite article when the text clearly says, “an acceptable time” and “a day of salvation.”  The answer is a bit obscure but important.  In our preoccupation with the evangelical end-game of heaven, we continually stress the issue of final destiny.  We put a great deal of emphasis on the stamped-ticket theology, making sure that the opportunity to board the train to glory doesn’t pass by.  How much stronger is that clarion call when it is accompanied by a verse that gives you exactly one chance at the golden ring!  If you don’t ask for forgiveness right now, you might die and go to hell.  So get on your knees, sinner.  You never know what might happen to you tomorrow.

But what happens when we read the text as it is written?  What happens when we see that both Paul and Isaiah are not talking about a one-chance opportunity but rather about God’s ceaseless pursuit to restore relationship with Him.  If the verse reads, “At an opportune time (kairos) I listened to you, and on a day of salvation (deliverance and rescue) I helped you,” we see that God is at work over and over and over, bringing about kairos moments when He presents us with His glory and His reinforcements.  Now the emphasis shifts from the frenzy of ticket-punching to the unfailing pursuit of the Hound of Heaven.

Of course, that does not mean we can delay repentance.  None of us controls tomorrow.  The urgency of decision is still paramount.  Resistance leads to hard-heartedness and hard-heartedness is a step toward judgment.  I must respond to God’s pursuit if I want to enjoy the life I was meant to have and enter into a relationship I was meant to enjoy.  But the emphasis of this verse shifts from me to God.  This is a theological proclamation of His unyielding love, not a threat that I might miss the train.  It’s such a subtle change.  We would hardly notice the difference if we didn’t compare the text in the original languages.  But it’s still a change.  It makes a difference.  Frankly, it exposes a great problem with our contemporary translations.  They all come with theological bias.  If you read them at face value, you will be gently persuaded toward a particular theological point of view.  Unfortunately, this means that you and I have to do our homework.  It’s no longer possible to just rely on your favorite version.  Tiny changes creep into your thinking and all that it takes are tiny changes to remove you from the Word of God.

Today you discovered that reading the Bible isn’t as easy as you thought.  That’s OK.  If you are ready to do the work, you will know the truth.  That’s what you want, right?

Topical Index:  Translation

July 15  When a man steals an ox or a sheep, and slaughters it or sells it, he shall repay five cattle for an ox and four of a flock animal for a sheep.  Exodus 21:37
Justice For Victims

Repay – The biblical principle of justice is straightforward and simple.  Perpetrators repay victims.  You will notice as you read the torah that there is no mention of police, jails, incarceration, or law suits.  The perpetrator does not pay his debt to society.  He pays his debt to the one he wronged.  The victim’s property, dignity or honor is restored.  In the process, the criminal is also restored for he must account for his crime in the face of the one he harmed and make restitution to that person.  There is no anonymous sentencing.

Moses uses the Hebrew word shalam.  The choice is interesting because its primary meaning is to be safe or to be complete.  It is used to describe God’s action to keep His people free from harm.  It is also used to describe being at peace with another person (Psalm 7:5) making a treaty with someone (Joshua 11:19).  Pictographically, the Hebrew consonants could mean “to destroy and control chaos.”  The picture fits.  Repayment restores peace.  It is an essential element in a treaty that sets aside past damages.  It provides a legal means of safety and confidence.  Shalam eliminates the chaos that ensues in the wake of theft.  Everything about the process, including the penalty assessed against the thief, insures that stability and restoration will prevail in the community.

Of course, it takes only a moment’s reflection to see how far contemporary legal practice has wandered from the idea of personal confrontation, restoration and repayment.  The Greek ideal is based on the primacy of Law, not the primacy of Person.  Therefore, the representative of Law is the victim, and this, of course, is the State, not the individual.  In societies based on the Greek concept of Law, criminals repay the anonymous State.  There is no direct connection to the victim.  The injury is against the State and the State exacts payment.  Most often this simply amounts to isolation from society.  The criminal repays by being excluded from the restoration process.  In the ancient Hebrew culture, the criminal has a direct interaction with the victim.  He is not isolated from community nor does he repay the anonymous “society.”  He repays the one he has harmed.

What would happen to our legal entanglements if we simply followed God’s instructions?  Do you think we would find justice rather than technicalities?  Do you think the recidivism rate would drop?  Do you think our communities would be safer?  Do you think that criminals would be punished rather than praised?  And how would we operate if we knew that the laws we followed came from a holy God and were not open to debate or revision?

Read the legislation of the torah from the perspective of social stability.  You might see a completely different way of living; one that respects persons and property at the same time it engages in restoration of sinners.  If you don’t live in a society that understands Law as the word of God, you can never really be safe.  The Law of society serves society and society is not God, is it?

Topical Index:  Justice

July 16  “Now set your heart and your soul to seek the LORD your God; arise, therefore, and build the sanctuary of the LORD God,”  1 Chronicles 22:19

Proof in the Pudding

Arise – How do you know if someone is truly seeking God?  If your worldview is Hebraic, the answer is obvious.  Look at what they do!  While only God can see into the heart and soul of a man, everyone can see the external behavior.   Anyone who claims to follow the path of YHWH, demonstrates it in actions!  If you don’t see the proof in the pudding, you are not required to believe the claim.

Notice what David says to his son Solomon.  “Set your heart and your soul to seek God.”  That’s great advice.  The Hebrew words are lev and nephesh.  That covers the whole range of everything that makes a person who he is.  David says, “Put everything that you are into seeking God.”  How is Solomon supposed to demonstrate this internal commitment?  ARISE!  Get up and get going!  The Hebrew verb is qum.  Stand up!  Take a stand!  Establish!  It’s great to set your heart on God, but it must result in action.  “Solomon, if you want me to see that you have turned everything over to the pursuit of the Lord, then show it!  Get going!”

Are you tired of the thousands of “believers” who speak Christian platitudes and claim Christian experience but do not exhibit the radically transformed life that Jesus requires?  I am.  I’m tired of celebrity Christians whose lives betray their professions of faith.  I’m tired of churches that are more interested in membership growth than in desperate lives in the gutter.  I’m tired of millions for bricks instead of millions for benevolence.  I’m tired of fighting the good fight among those who think religion is the same as relationship.  Oh, I’m not going to quit – and neither should you, but Proverbs advises us not to waste our time on those who refuse to repent and return to a life of demonstrated obedience.  I want to gather with those who profess with their lips and their lives.  You know what I’m talkin’ about.

Our culture willingly accommodates religion.  Religion is absolutely no threat to dark side values.  Why?  Because religion is an entirely internal matter.  Believe anything you want, as long as you keep it to yourself.  This is not the biblical direction.  If you’re going to set your heart and your soul on seeking God, you will have to step up to the firing line.  You will have to live life with a bang!  This is war, my friend.  Act accordingly.  You can live according to the world’s systems and be loved as one of the many, or you can arise and take a stand for God’s purpose and plan and accept the glorious consequences.  There really is no in-between.

Let’s arise and change our ways.  Ask yourself if every breath you take isn’t being watched by someone who wants to see Jesus’ hands and feet.  Be those hands and feet.  That’s all you need to do today.  That’s all you need to do any day.

Topical Index:  Action

July 17  And God, who knows the heart, bore witness to them, giving them the Holy Spirit, just as He also did to us;”  Acts 15:8

Not Quite Right

Knows The Heart – Luke was a Greek physician.  Therefore, many students of Scripture assume that Luke wrote to Greeks in Greek with Greek thought patterns.  But the language Luke uses actually indicates something else.  The problem is that our translations don’t show you this other point of view because the translations also represent a Greek worldview.  What Luke actually says is changed to fit the way that the Greek mind would think.  As a result, we entirely miss the fact that Luke might have been born a Greek but he thought like a Hebrew.  He was a true convert.  He changed his mind!

The phrase “knows the heart” isn’t quite right.  In the Greek text, this phrase is compressed into a single Greek word, kardiognostes.  Literally, the word means “heart-knower.”  The unusual thing about this word is that it is not a Greek expression.  Greeks did not think of the heart as the center of cognitive activity.  The Greek expression would have been “mind-knower.”  In Greek thought, the essence of a person is the rational function of the mind, not the fickle center of emotions ascribed to the heart.  Luke’s expression is Hebraic, not Greek.  It is found in 1 Kings 8:39 where the words are teda et-levavo (from yada – to know – and lev – heart).  Because “You [God] know the heart,” says Solomon, “you are able to give to each man according to all his ways.”  In other words, in Hebrew thought the heart is the center of personality. God judges actions, emotions, thoughts and attitudes by looking at the heart.  Of course, this idea is simply unimaginable in the Greek world.  

From this little problem, we learn three important things.  First, of course, we learn that the Greek idea of rational priority doesn’t fit the biblical worldview.  God is not interested in what you think unless what you think shows itself in how you behave, what you feel and what kind of attitudes you express.  You are not your mind.  You are the embodiment of God’s animating energy breathed into you – all of you.  The radical difference between the compartmentalized Greek world of body, mind and soul, and the unified oneness of the Hebrew nephesh means that your spiritual existence is not separated and segregated from the rest of your life.  In God’s world, WYSIWYG applies (What You See Is What You Get).

Secondly, we are reminded of the crucial fact that God judges us according to the center of our personality – the heart.  He looks at our true self and He is the only One who can.  Luke knew this, even as a native Greek, because Luke thought like a Hebrew.  As a physician, this Hebrew perspective gives even more credence to Luke’s shift in point of view.

Finally, we discover that the subtle shift in translation language pushes us away from the unified embodiment of the biblical viewpoint toward a segmented Greek understanding of the world.  That subtle shift might not seem like much in this verse, but it leads to the concept that religion and politics don’t mix, that what I believe is my own business and that once I accept the rational tenets of the faith, I am home free.  That tiny shift has terrible consequences.  On top of all that, we learn that Luke spoke Hebrew.  Isn’t that interesting?  It just might change the way you think about the New Testament.

Topical Index:  Translation
July 18  A psalm of thanksgiving.  Shout joyfully to YHWH, all the land.  Psalm 100:1  (Hebrew text numbering)

The Shorter Theology

Thanksgiving – This is a praise song (the meaning to the Greek word psalmoi) of todah (the Hebrew word for thanksgiving).  In English translations, this introductory comment is relegated to tiny type and generally ignored, but in Hebrew it is part of the inspired text.  It can’t be ignored.

Once we see that God intended us to recognize this as a thanksgiving praise, we can understand the context of the entire song.  The word todah also describes a subcategory of the fellowship offering (see Leviticus 7:12-13 and 22:29).  It is related to songs and praises offered in worship (cf. Nehemiah 12:27).  Todah is a big-umbrella word, covering the ground from a worshipper who comes with confession, to the earth itself proclaiming the majesty of the Lord.

Now take a look at the whole Psalm.  Everyone and everything is exhorted to offer thanksgiving to God.  Why?  First, because it is the right thing to do.  It is our duty.  Second, because He made us.  We owe Him a debt of gratitude for the breath we take.  Third, He chose us.  We are His people because He elected us to be His people.  Fourth, because He provides for us out of the bounty of His earth.  Fifth, because He is good.  What goodness really is can be found in Him and in no other.  And finally, because He is merciful.  In this short theology, we see everything we need to know about God.  We are given punctuated expressions of His character and His care.  No wonder David says that we should come before Him joyfully singing His praise.

This psalm is a good antidote for the tendency to see the world from a darkened perspective.  This psalm pushes me out of myopic complaints about a lack of self-fulfillment.  It focuses my attention on the glory of living in a world under His control.  It causes me to lift up my face and see how marvelous life really is.  And most importantly, it calls me to enter into a divine symphony, to sing my part in the pantheon of praise to the Lord of creation.  It is the perfect anti-depressant.  

The Bible portrays the enemy of my soul as one who roams the earth, seeking vulnerable prey.  Frankly, nothing makes me more vulnerable to the sin of self-sufficiency than the subtle shift of focus from the glory of God to the plight of Man.  Once I take my eyes off His majesty, life’s problems rush into view, clouding my perspective with ominous portent.  Thanksgiving re-orients my thinking and my behavior.  

Are you thankful today that you are alive?  Are you singing God’s praises for exactly where you are on the journey?  Are you shouting joyfully for the breath you take?  Are you rejoicing that He has chosen you, regardless of the circumstances of His current assignment for you?  Are you dancing in His pastures of plenty?  Are you worshipping with gladness?  Well, are you?

Topical Index:  Thanksgiving
July 19  “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another, even as I have loved you,”  John 13:34

Sacred Evangelism

Love One Another – Marriage is our best living evangelistic billboard.  In fact, it just might be the only one that God actually commissioned.  If the essence of Christian community is found in Yeshua’s commandment to love one another, where is it more likely to be displayed than in the intimacy of a permanent marriage covenant between partners, blessed by God?  Unfortunately, that presents us with real issues.  If we can’t work out Yeshua’s commandment in our marriages, how can we ever hope to attract anyone to the Kingdom?  If we don’t display love for one another in the place where we are most vulnerable and most engaged, what good is the proclamation of our benevolence toward less intimate strangers?

It doesn’t surprise me in the least that marriage is a frequent metaphor for relationship with God.  Marriage has all the right ingredients:  desire, threat, exposure, comfort, intimacy, vulnerability, fear, love, humility, authority, sacrifice and hope.  Consider for a moment how each of these ingredients fits into your marriage (and if you aren’t married, do some serious examination about your attitudes concerning these elements in a future marriage).  Isn’t marriage supposed to be the real-time, earth-bound stage play of the actions, attitudes and experiences that I also find in my intimacy with God?  The Bible implies that the quality of the relationship with a spouse is a direct reflection of the quality of the relationship with the Creator.  I think He designed it that way on purpose.  Marriage is the perfect litmus test for my other critical relationships because it does not allow me to fake the results.  My spouse knows me.  That is gloriously terrifying.

The Greek words here are agapate allelous.  You certainly recognize the verb agape.  This word is defined by its use in the New Testament.  It was imported from its rare and ambiguous use in Classical Greek and fashioned into the transport vehicle for the Hebrew concept of love.  In other words, there is no truly Greek definition of agape.  The definition comes from the way the word is used in a Hebrew context.  That changes things – dramatically.  Most of us have no idea what the Hebrew context really is, but we better find out if we are going to fulfill this commandment.  

Of course, Jesus didn’t use the word agape since He spoke Hebrew, not Greek.  In Hebrew, the word is ahav, one of three verbs expressing love.  In combination with allelous, we immediately realize that this is love in relationship with another.  This is not my love of the Blues or fast cars or theological dictionaries.  This is love between persons.  When we dig into the Hebrew background, we find a host of expressions that provide the context of this kind of love.  Every one of them has application in marriage.  Consider the following as a measure of your marriage relationship:

1. cleaving to someone

2. running after someone

3. seeking someone

4. continuing in faithfulness toward someone

5. yearning to be near someone

6. being knit to the soul of someone

7. occupied with affectionate desire for someone

8. honoring someone

9. united with someone

There are biblical Hebrew expressions for each of these nuances in both human and divine relationships.  When Jesus told His followers to live by a new commandment, perhaps He spoke to the heart of the matter in ways that we don’t usually appreciate.  In His culture, women were not given the status and honor that God intended in His original design.  They still aren’t.  Perhaps Jesus was reminding the men who followed Him that they had significant work to do to recover the original intention, and that effort would be a sign to the world that their lives were transformed.  Redeemed marriage is the billboard announcement of my divine encounter.  It’s Hosea all over again.  

If we are going to live by this “new” commandment, we will have to return to Genesis 2.  Our marriages will have to recapture what God created before the Fall.  We will have to see that loving one another starts with the person God has chosen to be closest to us.  If the nine nuances of love don’t apply in this relationship, how can we claim to love one another?   What excuse will we offer to Him when He asks how we handled our most intimate relationship?

Topical Index:  Marriage

July 20  “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another, even as I have loved you,”  John 13:34

Restoring Love

Love One Another – One word does not say it all!  In our society, almost everything that we describe by the verb “love” is based on Greek concepts.  Our possessive desires (“I love that dress”), our infatuations (“I love fast cars”), our quest for gratification (“I love being rich”), our passionate fixations (“I love my job”), even our identification with relationships (“I love you”) almost always is an expression of either eros or phileo, the two rock-bottom pillars of a Greek worldview.  That’s why the New Testament authors, who were thoroughly Hebrew in their thinking, chose the obscure word agape to express the kind of love that does not fit the Greek categories.

Eros is not about erotic love.  Yes, it includes erotic sexual attraction, but it is really about the desire to possess.  It is “love” that seeks to own, to take and to use.  That is not always a bad thing.  After all, I love wisdom.  I love beauty.  I want to make both part of my life.  As an expression of possession, this kind of love is focused on me.  I am the beneficiary of the action, even if it involves a consensual relationship with another.  Eros is a fickle partner simply because eros makes its bed in my heart – and I can’t be trusted.  Don’t believe me?  Just ask yourself how many infatuations you have experienced (not just about other people), how many passions you have passed through or how many daydreams have ended up nightmares.  Eros is the seductive hope of a better self projected onto something outside me.

Phileo doesn’t make it either.  Of course, brotherly affection is important.  Sometimes phileo is almost used as a synonym of agape.  But it is very rarely used to describe love of God.  Love of God is most consistently described with agape.  Phileo pictures the love I have for those who are like me.  It is brotherly in the sense that I share a common bond.  Today we might say, “I really like you,” and mean that you and I have a lot in common.  It’s the kind of love that belongs to match-making according to “areas of compatibility.”  But things change.  What we like today is not what we liked ten years ago.  That’s why phileo friends drift apart – and, by the way, so do phileo-based marriages.  Phileo might be a step away from the self-enhancement eros ego, but it is not strong enough to produce the love that lasts forever.

If you want to understand how agape really differs from eros and phileo, you need only consider one statement from Yeshua:  “Love your enemies.”  When it comes to enemies, eros and phileo are bankrupt.  I simply cannot love those I hate or those who would keep me from being what I wish to be if all I have in my arsenal is eros and phileo.  This is why Greek religion could never deliver on the concepts of forgiveness and redemption.  The gods could not be permanently placated because they were never really on my side or in my favor.  

What can we take away from this little examination?  Let’s start here:  Who is my enemy?  The paradox of life is that my “perfect” enemy is the one given to me in marriage.  That person is uniquely placed to prevent me from wasting my life in eros and phileo.  That person knows my victories and my failures, my ego excuses and my deflations, my hopes and my fears.  There is no other person on earth better equipped to slap away my blind desire to possess.  There is no other person on earth better positioned to prevent me from surrounding myself with like-minded admirers.  My spouse is the perfectly designed grinding wheel to smooth all my rough edges, even when it hurts.  

Now we begin to understand the context of agape.  Agape love is displayed by loving the one who has the greatest power to harm and the greatest potential to heal.  Why does marriage model my relationship with God?  Because it is God’s intention to turn perfect enemies into perfectly united lovers.  That’s what He did with us.  That’s what we are supposed to do too.

Topical Index:  Love
July 21   “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another, even as I have loved you,”  John 13:34

Love Your Enemy

Love One Another – Jesus is an Old Testament expositor.  When He describes the action that sets His followers apart from all others, He refers to a “renewed” old commandment.  You will find the foundation in Leviticus 19:2:  “Love your neighbor in the same way that you love yourself.”  Of course, God’s idea of neighbor is not quite the same as our idea.  We like to redefine the Hebrew word ahav in terms of the Greek phileo.  That makes it easy to love our neighbors because that allows us to love the ones who are like us.  But this will never do.  If God’s display of ahav is the standard, then ahav cannot be about loving those like us.  God loved us while we hated Him.  God’s love is the perfect display of ahav (agape) because it is all about enemies.

The Bible amplifies this theme, just in case we thought we could overlook it.  Proverbs 25:21 tells us what ahav looks like in action.  If your enemy is hungry, feed him.  If he’s thirsty, give him something to drink.  If his animal is in trouble, help. (Exodus 23:4).  Jesus says the same thing (surprise, surprise) when He describes love toward those who are hungry, thirsty, naked or abused.  Until we treat our enemy with the same regard as we take care of ourselves, we have not understood or practiced ahav.  All of this is built into the torah.  That means that the love commanded by God is not natural to human beings.  Yes, you might be a humanitarian.  You might care for those in need.  But to offer your enemy shelter, sustenance, good-will and rescue finds no basis in normal human emotions or actions.  The only basis for this kind of love is God Himself.  I am to apply the effort that I exert to care for myself to those who oppose me.  This is the Golden Rule in its widest application.  From a biblical perspective, it is impossible to love God (ahav) and hate your enemies.  Ahav compels action on behalf of the other, particularly if the other opposes you.

Marriage is the practice field for the application of ahav.  Of course, marriages include all three Hebrew words for love.  In the Song, we find dodh, meaning the beloved, the lover, the sensual soul mate (compare Proverbs 17:18 and Ezekiel 16:8).  This word comes closest to eros, but in the biblical view, it has boundaries that protect it from possessive lust.  In the Song we also find ra’yah.  In fact, this word is only found in the Song.  It is translated “darling” or “lover.”  It is more than phileo although it contains the idea of common bond.  It is not eros because it rests on giving my self away, not taking to enhance myself.  Finally, there is ahav, the most frequent and deepest word used to describe love of God and love in marriage.  A marriage without ahav is but a shadow of the true intention.  Yet the actions of ahav seem to be absent from most marriages.  What are these actions?  First and foremost, ahav is unbroken faithfulness.  Ahav is covenant love.  That means it is a commitment to the benefit of the other over a lifetime.  It is unwavering regardless of the actions of the other.  It is trustworthy, earning its status in consistent goodwill.  Ahav does not regard its own needs or desires ahead of the needs and desires of the beloved, but at the same time, ahav holds up the highest standard for the beloved and does everything necessary to bring the beloved into full enjoyment of that standard.  Ahav sets its eyes on God’s character – and acts accordingly.

Paul understood the Hebrew context of love.  His classic definition in 1 Corinthians 13:4-8 is really a description of the character of God.  Paul’s poetry is the positive rendition of the Ten Words that God revealed from Horeb.  Both passages describe who God is and ultimately, God is love.

We have a lot to learn.  Fortunately, God has equipped us with the ability to learn how ahav affects our relationships.  But it will not happen by reading these words.  Words can only confront our misunderstandings.  Now we must put this renewed commandment into action for the learning is in the doing.  If you want ahav to empower your life, you must become the agent of ahav where you live today.  You can do it because God will provide the ability for you to release His Spirit in your efforts.  God will thrust you into circumstances where the opportunity for ahav action interrupts your well-planned existence.  You must take that opportunity.  All God can do is arrange it.  But as soon as you embrace it, the Spirit is there to rush reinforcements to your aid.  Combat never felt so good.

Topical Index:  Love
July 22  Therefore the LORD longs to be gracious to you, and therefore He waits on high to have compassion on you.  For the LORD is a God of justice; how blessed are those who long for Him.  Isaiah 30:18

Love Language in Hebrew

Compassion –  When you think about compassion, do you imagine a tender and protective love?  Do you think about your love for your children and your spouse?  Do you picture merciful acts?  You might be surprised to know that there is an amazing difference between the biblical idea of compassion and love.  If you look deep enough, you will discover something critically important about the way you treat others.

Most of the forty-nine occurrences of the Hebrew word racham (to have compassion) describe God as the actor.  Isaiah’s verse is no exception.  God longs to show His compassion towards us.  Psalm 103:13 and Proverbs 28:13 tell us that God has a special place in His heart for two kinds of people: those who fear Him, and those who confess and forsake their sins.  The intensity of this deep emotion is underlined by the fact that this word is also the word for the womb.  Nothing draws deeper on human emotion than the helplessness of an unborn child, so it’s not surprising at all that compassion, mercy and intense affection is associated with the womb.  What is surprising is that racham is never conjoined with the Hebrew word for love, ahav.  

Gerhard Wallis made the observation years ago that ahav never appears in parallel with racham.  Wallis concludes that the Hebrew concept of love has an entirely different meaning than we find in the ideas of compassion and affection.  Furthermore, as we learned from the exclusive use of agape for ahav, the Hebrew concept of love is also not translated in terms of friendship (phileo) or desire (eros).  All of this helps us distinguish what love really means from a Hebrew perspective.  What we find is this:

1. The concept of love expressed in ahav is focused on community.  It is about love for neighbor, stranger, countryman and enemy.  The context of understanding what it means to love is found in my treatment of others, not in my feelings or emotions.

2. When ahav is used to describe my relationship with God, the focus is on the total commitment of my entire person.  In other words, love is a verb of action.  It is “strikingly pragmatic.”  In fact, love that does not produce benevolent behavior is sin.

3. Since love is essentially an inner resolve displayed in outward action, the principal characteristic of biblical love is faithfulness.  When it comes to loving God, this means obedience.  When it comes to loving another person, this means nurturing fidelity.  

4. From a biblical point of view, love does not stand on a foundation of emotions but rather on a foundation of ethical responsibility.  Love demands specific boundaries for behavior.  Love is not about being free.  It is about acting within the confines of what it means to be faithful, trustworthy and reliable.  

5. In community, an act of love is an expression of justice.  What is not just, is not loving.

What is love?  Try this definition on for size:  love is what delights God and blesses others.  Both elements seem to be necessary.  Attitude and action are married in benevolence, often with personal cost.  Ask yourself if you are experiencing and exhibiting biblical love.  If you are, then God is smiling and someone else is being blessed, even if you are paying the freight.

And what about compassion?  Why is compassion never used in connection with love?  Because compassion is rooted in the idea of creating a fence around the chaos in another person’s life, while love is essentially exhibiting the character of God in community.  Compassion acts on behalf of another simply because there is a need.  Love lifts compassion to a higher dimension because love takes the place of the one in need.

Are you compassionate?  Good.  Now lift your compassion to the level of love.  Take the place of the thief who hangs on a cross.

Topical Index:  Love

July 23  How long, O God, will the adversary revile, and the enemy spurn Your name forever?  Psalm 74:10
The Old Refrain

How Long – In 1928, Leroy Carr expressed musically what every person asks from the heart:  “How long, how long?”  Dozens of musicians have recorded his song.  What they don’t realize is that the original score was written by David, not Leroy Carr.  If you want to hear Eric Clapton‘s rendition of Leroy’s music, go here.  If you want to listen to David’s version, go here.  If you’ve never wondered how long it would be before things get better, then call me.  I could use your help.

The “how long” question raises some important implications about our conception of God’s character.   We have often spoken about the three different Greek words for time:  aeon, chronos and kairos.  What is quite clear from Scripture is that God’s actions are uniquely set in kairos time; that moment when it is the perfect opportunity for God to do what He does.  In other words, while we usually trudge along in chronos time, minding our daily routines and scheduled events, God often reveals Himself in the pregnant moment, in those intersections between heaven and earth when everything is just right to bring about His glory.  The Bible tells us that the moment of the incarnation was a kairos event.  The coming of the Spirit on the day of Pentecost was a kairos event.  So was God’s self-revelation on Mount Sinai.  In fact, God seems to show up in kairos interjections into chronos monotony.  It is His character to wait until everything is exactly right.  And, of course, God is never late.

What this explains is crucial to our daily pleas for intervention.  The “how long” question impugns God’s character.  What we are really saying when we complain, “How long, God?” is that we don’t believe that God is acting as He should.  We see circumstances differently.  God should do something about it now.  We don’t understand why He delays.  Clearly, He needs to act.  Since He doesn’t, we throw a verbal reminder toward heaven, suggesting that God is either malicious (He could do something but He doesn’t) or impotent (He would like to do something but He won’t).  In either case, we tread on the grapes from that tree in the Garden.  We pretend to be gods.  

Listen!  If God is good, all-powerful and trustworthy, then the “how long” question is an insult.  Do you think that the God who knows your needs even before you ask doesn’t know when you need them?  Don’t you know that He acts to bring about what is best at precisely the time that best meets His purposes?  We need to remember Job and beg forgiveness for our arrogance.  If you trust who God is, you won’t write the “How Long Blues” into your life.  Our God doesn’t play that tune.

Topical Index:  Sovereignty
July 24  “What have you done?  The voice of the blood of your brother cries to Me from the ground.”  Genesis 4:10

Generational Homicide

Blood - If we could only see what is hidden in the text, oh how we would rejoice at the beauty of God’s rich vocabulary!  Here is a simple statement.  We know the story.  Cain kills Abel.  God judges Cain.  But unless we see the actual Hebrew text, we will miss something amazing.  You see, the word for “blood” in this verse is not singular.  It’s plural.  The Hebrew is kol demei (voice of bloods).  This is not a mistake.  It is not some sort of ancient medical misinterpretation.  God says that He hears the generations represented by the bloodline of Abel crying out to Him because now they will never be born.  The death of a single human being has consequences that reach to eternity.  God acknowledges that murder is generational homicide.

Just think of the implications.  First, this concept completely overrules our Greek preoccupation with individualism, even when it comes to individual murder.  We tend to think (thanks to our pervasive culture) that life is contained within the entity called the “person.”  This verse tells us that God thinks otherwise.  No one is a single individual.  Every one of us is connected to both a past and a future.  That future is represented in who we are right now, today.  When it is cut off, all of the future that could have been reality dies with the present person.  Since God sees all the potential in our present existence, His view of the purpose of our lives stretches toward an eternal fellowship with Him.  Murder does more than destroy a person.  It destroys a world.

Secondly, if the “bloods” of Abel can cry to God over the fact that all those unborn generations will never come to be, imagine how God views other less terminal sins.  Do you think that you sin by and for yourself?  Impossible!  Your sin alters the direction of the world.  It affects untold generations to come, nudging your posterity away from the Creator.  Your sin leaves an indelible mark on the universe and nothing that you can do will ever erase it.  Perhaps if we truly understood the eternal effect of sin we would be far more scrupulous about our behavior.  We would certainly put behind us once and for all the heresy that once we are forgiven our behavior no longer counts.  We may have experienced imputed righteousness.  We may have been given a “not guilty” verdict, but that does not diminish the consequences of our actions.  As by one man sin entered the world, so death passed on to all men.  Adam never looked into the future to see what grief his choice would cause.  Most of the time, we are as blind to eternal reality as he was.  That has to stop.  There is simply too much at stake.

Fortunately, there is grace.  No man or woman can carry this kind of burden.  But God can.  God does not erase sin.  Let’s be quite clear about that.  The Old Testament uses the words “blot out” for good reason.  God covers over our guilt.  He does not eliminate the consequences; He absorbs the guilt.  As long as we live in this broken world, the consequences of sin will spin on through generations.  We look forward to the time when all of this bloodline damage stops.  Between now and then, the ground will cry out at our moral pollution.  We must become much better caretakers of the soil.  With God’s help, we can.

Topical Index:  Sin

July 25 “Then two will be in the field.  The one is taken away and the one is left.”  Matthew 24:40

Reversed Rapture

Is Taken Away – Ignoring the context makes for great Hollywood movies and bestselling books.  Maybe that’s why it is so appealing to forget what Jesus says just before this auspicious verse.  But if we don’t pay attention, our theology will be confused and we might have expectations that are entirely off the mark.

Matthew 24 is a discourse on the end times. Jesus describes some of the signs, but He uses a crucial Old Testament story to set the stage.  It is the story of Noah.  “Just like the days of Noah,” says the Lord.  That should give us all the clues we need to understand the context.  What was it like in the days of Noah?  People believed things were pretty much normal.  They didn’t give a second thought to the idea of judgment.  In fact, even though it took Noah one hundred years to build the ark, no one worried about the implications of that vessel.  They didn’t see it coming until the rains started, and then it was too late.

Here’s the crucial question about the days of Noah:  Who was taken away?  Guess what?  It wasn’t Noah.  He remained, safe and secure inside the ark.  Those who were taken away were the ones who were lost in the Flood.  They were no more.  Noah floated above the storm.  All the rest vanished, swallowed up in judgment.  In Greek, it is paralambano, to take from.
Now apply this context to the lessons Jesus teaches in Matthew 24.  Two are in the field.  One is taken.  Two are at the mill.  One is taken.  If we believe the mythology of bestsellers, comic books and movies, we will think that the righteous will be whisked away, instantaneously translated to heaven while the dumbfounded world stares at empty chairs.  But that’s not what happened in Noah’s day.  The righteous stayed put, right here on the earth, riding out the storm.  It was the unrighteous who were taken away.

By paying attention to the Hebrew idea of salvation, we won’t follow the masses proclaiming spiritual evaporation.  The Hebrew idea is rescue in the midst of trouble.  It is not escape.  Salvation is God showing up with reinforcements so that I am able to fulfill His mission.  Salvation is not evacuation to the beach of the heavenly sea so that I can lounge in a comfortable chair while angelic creatures bring me refreshing nectar.  If you want that kind of salvation, go talk to Mohammed.  Hebrew salvation is Spirit-provided power, courage and endurance right here in the place where “thy will be done.”  Our preoccupation with getting to heaven lets us ignore the “days of Noah” lesson.  We need to stop looking for a way out and start doing the will of the Father where we are.  When judgment comes, the obstacles will be removed and the earth will be restored – just as it was when the ark came to rest after the storm.

It’s hard to give up the fantasy that if we just wait a little longer, God will snatch us out of this mess.  It’s hard, but it’s not impossible.  If we are going to be consistent with the divine mission, we will realize that escape is not a godly option.  “If this cup cannot pass from me,” is the option of the follower of the Way.  But be comforted.  He is with you.  And if Jesus is here, why would I want to run to the beach?

Topical Index: Rapture

July 26  On the seventh month, on the seventeenth day of the month, the ark rested upon the mountain of Ararat  Genesis 8:4

Engineered History

Seventeenth – I recently read something so interesting that I want to share it with you.  It comes from the second volume of the Torah Club called Shadows of the Messiah.  It’s all about the calendar.  You may know that the Hebrew calendar is based on the lunar cycle whereas the modern calendar is based on the solar cycle.  Furthermore, the Hebrew New Year begins in the month of Nisan (April of the contemporary calendar).  However, there is another calendar that may have been used to account for the days of the Flood.  This account is documented in an ancient Jewish commentary on the Genesis passage.   You can explore the details if you wish, but the net result is an amazing statement of God’s engineering of history.

According to this ancient calendar, the ark rested on the mountain on precisely the same day that Jesus was resurrected from the tomb.  Yes, that’s right.  Thousands and thousands of years before the resurrection, God engineered history to point toward the pinnacle event of salvation.  Just as the ancient judgment ended on the day the ark touched ground, so the judgment of the restored world ended on the same day of the year when the tomb could not hold Him.

If that isn’t enough to make you take a deep breath, remember that the Passover in Exodus occurs on the same calendar day that Jesus is crucified and that three days later, on precisely the day that Noah’s family is restored to the earth, the crucified God emerges from the tomb.  It’s déjà vu “all over again.” (
Hebrew history is like a wheel spinning while it travels down the road.  It is going someplace.  It doesn’t just endlessly repeat itself as the Hindu and Greek religions suggest.  But as it moves forward, it goes around and around, making cycles within the progress.  This is one of those cycles.  Over and over we see God’s hand revealing one example after another of the great plan of salvation.  Each example is different, but the pattern always points toward the same end result.  Now imagine how many of these repeating cycles you could discover if you read the whole Bible with an eye toward this pattern.

Do you find this interesting?  Yes, it certainly is.  However, there is something else here that we cannot ignore.  This is much more than an interesting coincidence.  It is a demonstration of the majestic sovereignty of God.  Imagine a God who so carefully plans His every move that He engineers a gigantic floating box to run aground on a day that will become the turning point of all history.  Imagine, if you can, how many details, how much organization, how much direction has to go into every single decision in order to bring about a plan like this over thousands of years.  That is a God of total reliability and faithfulness. He has shown us just a glimpse of His infinite carefulness.  Isn’t it obvious that we can absolutely trust Him?

So, why don’t we?
Topical Index:  Sovereignty
July 27  and tongues as of fire, being distributed, appeared to them, and it sat on each of them.  Acts 2:3

A Sign of Blessing

Tongues As Of Fire – The Holy Spirit was poured out on the day of Pentecost.  We all know that.  But have you ever asked why this is described as tongues of fire?  After all, when the Spirit is revealed at Jesus’ baptism, the imagery is a dove, not a flame.  Why does the Spirit come as fire?  When you see the reason, you will be even more amazed at the intricacy of God’s Word.

On the day of Pentecost, the disciples gathered to celebrate the memorial when God gave the Law at Sinai.  Something happened that no one expected.  The Holy Spirit appeared in the form of tongues of fire (Greek - glossai osei puros), causing a stir that touched thousands of men and women.  There’s more here than we think.  In order to see just how the tongues of fire are evidence of a blessing, we need to look at the first form of the Hebrew alphabet, the pictographs.

The Hebrew word for bless is ashre.  It consists of the consonants A S R.  In pictographic representation, this word is made up of the image of a man’s head (R) and the idea of fire (the combination of A (strong) and S (devourer)).  Therefore, in pictographic imagery, a blessing is the picture of fire on the head.  When the Spirit arrives as tongues of fire, the image itself announces that the Spirit has come to bless.  Fire on the head is the physical manifestation of meaning of the word “blessing”.  

Notice that the verse does not use the plural in the description of the distribution (“it sat”, not “they sat”).  There were many tongues of fire but only one Spirit.  The blessings were distributed, but there was only one giver.  Correct translation must follow the grammar of the original, even if it doesn’t follow the rules of grammar in the translation.

What do we learn from this peek into the past?  First, we see that God’s choice of Hebrew is not accidental.  There are elements of Hebrew that reveal things about God that cannot be captured in any other language.  We only see these when we dig deep into the Hebrew language itself.  

Secondly, we discover that phrases and thoughts that we could not understand in translated languages begin to make sense.  For example, when Paul says that treating your enemy with kindness heaped coals of fire on his head, we see this same idea of blessing buried in Paul’s language.  By being kind to my enemy, I bless him.  And blessing is the picture of fire on the head.  Now you know that Paul used the imagery of the ancient pictographs to communicate his message.  Now it makes perfect sense.

The Bible is rich in images, much richer than we have ever imagined.  If you want to know this God that you serve, dig into His chosen language.  You will discover so much more about Him.  It is the quest of a lifetime.  Hopefully, this tiny glimpse will encourage you to get out your mental trowel and begin a spiritual excavation of your own.

Topical Index:  Translation 

July 28  “Truly I say to you, this generation will not pass away until all these things have occurred.”  Matthew 24:34

The Future Fig Tree

Generation – What a lot of agony and confusion accompanies this verse!  Everyone wants to know the signs of the end time.  Century after century, well-meaning believers have proclaimed the end of days is near.  Yet here we are, still fighting the good fight.  What are we to make of all this?

Matthew 24 is the great revelation of Jesus about the end times.  There are a lot of instructions here, but they all revolve around the final parable – the fig tree.  How do you know when the fig tree is about to give fruit?  Simple.  You watch for the tender shoots.  As soon as you see them, you know that the fruit is on the way.  If someone runs up to you and says, “The fig tree is blooming,” but you know that it is the middle of winter, you don’t even bother to run to the garden.  It’s the wrong time of the year.  The signs come before you take action to gather the fruit.  So it is with the end.  No one knows the day, but we can see the signs.  

The problem is this:  the signs are not quite as obvious as tender shoots on the fig tree.  At least they don’t appear to be as obvious.  Of course, that might be because we are so anxious to see the fruit that we ignore what the real evidence is.  In the same way, we are so preoccupied with knowing what will happen that we see “blossoms” everywhere, even if the evidence doesn’t quite fit.  As a young adult, someone told my grandmother that God wanted her to know that the Lord would return before she died.  She died twenty years ago.  I remember The Late Great Planet Earth phenomenon.  I am sure you have similar stories.  The problem is not on God’s end.  The problem is with us.  Are we motivated because we see the need for absolute holiness and preparation, or do we want to know in order to have one more answer?  According to Jesus, the signs will be clear.  Look for fig tree shoots.  When the sun darkens, the moon does not give light and the stars fall from heaven, then get ready.  When the Son of Man comes, it won’t be a secret.  Everyone will know it.  There is no point in running around the “garden” inspecting all the evidence in hopes of seeing green shoots if the stars are still shining at night.  Wait.  Be patient.  Persevere.

The Greek word for generation is genea.  Not surprisingly, we see this in our word “generation.”  It is the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew toledot.  The Hebrew word suggests a picture of the seal that guarantees authority.  In other words, the point of a generation is to pass the authority of the family from one to another.  In the biblical world, this is not the same as a contemporary forty-year span from father to son.  In fact, the word toledot can cover hundreds of years.  Consider the statement in Genesis 6:9 about the generations of Noah.  Are we to imagine that Jesus meant that all the signs that He revealed would be evident in the same forty or fifty years of a single lifetime?  Not if we understand the range of years that a word like toledot can cover.  So, since Jesus clearly knew that generation had a much bigger scope than our idea of a few decades, what is the purpose of this teaching:  to give you the time when the end will come, or to emphasize the need to be aware and ready?  If you want some entertainment, read the latest speculative version of the end times.  But if you want to be in line with Jesus, get ready.  When He comes, you’ll know it.  Just make sure that it isn’t too late.

Topical Index:  Eschatology
July 29  Throwing all your cares on Him because you are the object of His concern (my translation)  1 Peter 5:7

A New Diet
The Object Of – God knows what you need, right?  God is able to provide what you need, right?  Then why bother Him about it?  Why pester Him with your constant requests?  After all, you don’t expect your children to come to you for everything.  You often anticipate what they really need and fulfill those needs without waiting for them to ask.  Doesn’t God do the same thing?

The answer is, “Of course.”  God provides our very existence.  We can be grateful for all the things that we receive from His hand without a single word of request.  But that is not the point of Peter’s proclamation.  Nor is it the point of Jesus’ parables of the unjust judge and the resistant friend, both of which are about the nature of prayer.  The point that Peter wants to make is that it is the nature of God to care.  If we only understood just how much God cares, our prayers would be radically altered and our desire to come before Him would be greatly enhanced.

Peter uses the unusual Greek word melei.  The translation “He cares for you,” isn’t quite what this word means.  The word means “to be an object of concern.”  You are the object of God’s concern.  It isn’t that He just cares about the general state of humanity.  His concern is focused on you.  When we think of someone caring about us, we might not have in mind the intense focus of heart-felt energy that God expends on our behalf.  In fact, God’s care for you and me is demonstrated in the ultimate sacrifice.  He died for us.  The God who is willing to go to those lengths to redeem you is not about to abandon you after He has paid the price to bring you back.  As the object of His concern, every tiny detail of your life comes under His watchful and gentle hand.

Peter underlines this important point by contrasting our cares (anxiety over the things of this world) with God’s care.  Our cares are merimna – those things that bring about mental and emotional disruption.  Anxiety fragments us.  It breaks up the peace within and creates instability, worry and fear.  God’s care does exactly the opposite.  Notice that as long as I try to manage and fix the issues of my life, I am subject to the chaos and confusion of the broken world.  Why?  Because my natural life feeds on the supply from this broken world.  It only displays what it eats.  But when I surrender to the Spirit, I am empowered by a force outside of this natural realm.  I find food that is not of this world; the kind of food that brings peace, harmony and order; precisely the things that characterize the nature of God who is the source of my new food.  If I want peace in my life, I need a new kind of diet.  Then the care that He has always had for me will begin to be manifest in my life.  Attempting to achieve harmony through personal force produces chaos and anxiety.  The way to harmony is surrender.

Why do I pray?  I pray because God is good.  My prayer is not so much about me even if it expresses my deepest real concerns.  My prayer is really about preparing me to accept the goodness of God.  I pray because I trust that I am the object of His concern.  I pray because of who He is.  If I really understand the character of God, my prayers become joyful conversations with my caregiver.  They are sanity therapy for a hurting soul.

Topical Index:  Prayer   

July 30  Be humbled, then, under the mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you at the opportune time  1 Peter 5:6

The Prerequisite

Be Humbled – There is no better person to pen these words than Peter.  The man who believed in personal power learned a life-altering lesson after the death and resurrection of Yeshua.  Power brings defeat.  If we want God to use us, we must turn from power to humility.  The prerequisite to God’s personal concern over us is tapeinos (humility).  Unless we willingly set aside our quest for control and our desire for recognition, we block God’s hand.  He is capable and willing, but we are not ready to receive.

The Hebrew word translated by tapeinos is kana.  The picture this word paints is dramatic.  It means to experience life with an open hand.  The metaphor of an open hand is exactly the opposite of the closed fist, a symbol of power and deed.  In other words, humility brings transparency to life.  When we are humbled, we experience life under the protection or control of another.  If we serve the Lord, then we are under His banner and life becomes an open hand.  No wonder the prerequisite to God’s concern is humility.  Notice that humility is related to the mighty hand of God.  The only way we can be protected when we are humbled is under His mighty hand.  Since God welcomes our trust and dependence, we have nothing to fear.  His strength covers us.  Our lives become an open book to Him and He reads every word with care.

Peter points out that a life of humility allows God to bring about a time of exaltation.  It’s important to know that the Greek word here is kairos, a word that means precisely the right moment.  This is the opportune time; the time when everything is just right for God’s purposes to be accomplished.  Don’t mistake God’s moment of exaltation with your plan.   God decides when that moment arrives, not you or me.  Our single pre-condition to God’s protection and purpose is to humble ourselves.  Submission is the way to freedom.

Peter’s explanation of the connection between humility and grace is especially important in a culture that emphasizes personal power.  Self-sufficiency, personal significance and independence are not biblical themes.  In fact, God has little opportunity to use those whose goals are to be important.  More often than not, God chooses the reluctant, not the clamoring.  It is a sign of our depravity to see the masses worship celebrity leadership.  Frankly, God is most interested in those who do not want the job because their success will be attributed to Him, not to them.  Humility is not high on the world’s list of prized attributes no matter what the rhetoric.  But it is at the top of God’s list.  Without humility we cannot experience God’s mighty hand.

The practice of humility begins where we are most vulnerable to personal power.  That means with my spouse and my children.  How difficult it is to practice ego deflation in front of those who know me best.  How painful it is to put away personal pride when I so desperately want to be right and recognized.  But the biblical methods are backwards.  Time after time, we must work against the grain of the world if we want to know the peace of God.  Live backwards.  Turn things upside-down.  Resist the natural current.  Be humbled.

Topical Index:  Submission

July 31  I will meditate on your precepts, and fix my eyes on your ways.  Psalm 119:15

Why, God?

Meditate – Perhaps we “meditate” more than we think.  For us, meditation usually implies something like quiet and deliberate reflection.  But the Hebrew word siyach has some unusual history and application that just might open the door to a different world of meditation.  You see, the word siyach is primarily about complaining.  Its word picture involves consuming works or deeds.  It’s as though this kind of meditation eats up the actions it describes.  Isn’t that what we do when we complain?  We eat away at things until we have consumed the object of our complaint.  When we are done complaining, there’s nothing left of God’s blessing.  You can see this use of the word siyach in a verse like Job 7:11.

So, how does a word about complaining become associated with the idea of meditation?  Maybe the connection is experiential.  When I complain, I dwell on some aspect of life that I don’t like.  My complaint might be to a person or a community, but ultimately it is a complaint against God.  After all, He is the sovereign Lord of life.  All that occurs passes through His will.  When I complain, I am really lifting my voice against His engineering and decisions.  If I recognize that my complaints are objections to God’s engineering, I am forced to deal with issues much bigger than the cost of food or the lack of appreciation by my boss.  Every complaint hurls me into the throne room of the Most High.  That just might cause me to think before I voice my objection – and the process of thinking before I speak is synonymous with meditation.

Suppose that every time we felt like complaining, we remembered that the Hebrew word siyach converts a complaint into a meditation.  Do you think that we would reflect a bit more about God’s hand in our circumstances? Look at Job’s complaints.  How does the story of Job end?  Job realizes that God does not owe him an explanation and Job repents of his arrogance after he demanded that God justify His decisions.  Does Job learn something about meditation?  I think so.  Maybe we should take a lesson from Job.

It’s important to know that siyach is also translated as converse, speak, ponder and pray.  Perhaps we need to connect all of these descriptions of vocalization to the sovereign Lord.  Shouldn’t our complaints drive us directly to pray?  Shouldn’t we ponder our true state of blessing when we are inclined to complain?  Shouldn’t our speech and conversation reflect an underlying acknowledgement of God’s grace?  Maybe the ancient Hebrew connection between all of these ideas isn’t so far from the truth.  Meditation just might be the means for me to place all of my thoughts and words into God’s hand.

If you’ve ever wondered why God chose Hebrew as the language of His self-disclosure, maybe this small investigation of meditation will help you find the answer.  God’s self-disclosure is bound into a language of human experience, not lofty theory.  God is right there in the midst of our frustrations and friction just as much as He is found in the heavenly vision.  The God we serve is a serving God – and that means His revelation occurs in the valley of sorrow too.  He is preparing a feast for us when the shadows seem darkest.  It’s right there if we have eyes to see it.

Topical Index:  Meditation

August 1  For they have refreshed my spirit and yours.  Therefore, acknowledge such men.  1 Corinthians 16:18

Seventh Inning Stretch

Refreshed – Are there people in your life who refresh you?  When you are exhausted, discouraged or disappointed, is there someone whose voice lifts your spirits?  Do you value these wonderful people as a blessing from God?  

The impact of this off-hand remark by Paul isn’t obvious until we realize that he is using a Greek word that is the equivalent of the Hebrew shavath.  Let’s translate that.  Paul says that there are some special people whose very lives are a Sabbath for you.  They are the seventh inning stretch people; the ones who arrive just in time to save the game by adding some spiritual energy to your exhausting journey.  As you read these words, you probably know exactly who these people are.  Hopefully, each of us has someone like this.  Of course, it goes without saying that we are also to be seventh inning people for someone else.  That’s how the community works.  Remember our motto: Help me help you.

The Greek word here (anapauo) has some interesting history of its own.  Paul combines ana and pauo.  The simple word for rest is pauo (to cease, to give rest).  Here the tense means that these people actively brought about rest.  It is contrasted with the passive voice where the verb implies being forced to cease labors.  Paul says that he has been refreshed because someone else lifted his burden.  This isn’t the person who tells you, “You know, you better not work so hard,” or the one who commands “Stop working!”  This is the person who gets down in the dirt with you and lifts the weight.  This is the person who sees your struggle and comes to your rescue.  

Of course, Paul isn’t content with this image.  He wants to make sure that we get it.  So he adds the preposition ana.  How does this affect the meaning?  Ana emphasizes that this refreshment is the result of “in the midst.”  This is not proxy involvement.  Seventh inning people do not sit on the bench cheering you on.  They step up to the plate and swing the bat.  They are in the game!  Seventh-inning people are not cheerleaders.  They are teammates.  They bring refreshment in the midst of the struggle.

It’s important to see that the Hebrew equivalent for this elegant Greek word is shavath (Sabbath).  There is no refreshment like the refreshment that comes from God.  That’s why God’s plan of seventh-inning help must be taken seriously.  God did not design the universe to operate in nine innings.  He designed it to operate in seven, and He is the consummate seventh-inning helper.  If you’re playing a nine inning game of life, I am afraid that you will find the last two incredibly difficult, especially if you deny yourself a seventh-inning helper.  Get in the right game.  No seventh-inning refreshment is possible in a life that is always in extra innings.

Play ball – and be refreshed
Topical Index:  Sabbath
August 2  if indeed you continue in faith firmly established and steadfast  Colossians 1:23

Exclamation Point!
If Indeed – Jesus wants to present us holy and blameless.  That’s the plan (see verse 22).  The first step in this glorious transformation has been accomplished (John 19:30).  You and I have been reconciled with God.  We have been rescued from inescapable condemnation.  The result wipes away our past guilt and opens the door for true obedience from the heart. As Soren Kierkegaard said, “Now, with the help of God, I can become myself.”  Now we are free to obey, not in order to gain merit or earn righteousness, but in order to live in such a way that we can be most effectively used by God and be presented as light in the dark.  Now we can be who we were meant to be.

Of course, that means there is a second step in the plan and that’s what Paul addresses in this verse.  The opening word is crucial.  “If indeed” is the Greek eige.  This tiny word combines the idea of the conditional “if” with what is the equivalent of an exclamation point.  In other words, Paul puts the stress on eige.  Holy and blameless do not follow automatically.  These characteristics of a redeemed life depend on perseverance.  If you want the best that God has to offer, if you want to come before Him completely expended in His purposes, then you must continue.  Keep on keeping on.  God’s glory and your honor are not completed in returning you to a reconciled state.  They are completed when you stick with it to the end.  Remember eige.  IF!  

If the church ignores the emphasis in this verse, dangerous and damaging consequences result.  Congregants begin to believe that all they need to do is focus on heaven.  They imagine that reconciliation is the end of the matter, not the beginning.  They do not see that transformation is a prerequisite to holiness and blamelessness.  They distribute the perfection of the Messiah across their own lives like SPF 60 sin-block.  Convinced that the whole game is accomplished in the opening serve, they forget about the hard work of baseline strokes and volleys.  The Christian life is Game-Set-Match.  It’s a long obedience in the same direction.  But without the “if!” we assume that Christ did it all so that we can be sideline observers.

A great deal of the concern about these two steps comes from the confusion of law and grace.  Grace is absolutely all that is needed to bring reconciliation.  That was true for Abraham.  It is true for us.  No amount of blameless obedience will ever earn us favor with God.  Why?  Because He already favored us.  Trying to improve God’s completed work is pointless.  But God still expects us to demonstrate our gratitude and affection by following His instructions (often misnamed “law”).  Instructions show us how to live after reconciliation.  In other words, obedience is the pathway to becoming fully human and God’s plan is to bring about full humanity in us.  God’s label for full humanity is “holy and blameless.”

Just think how blessed we are!  God has purposed to guide us toward becoming all that He intends us to be.  He initiates the process on His own.  Then He gives us the complete instruction book of human being and promises to help us with every step.  All we have to do is get going and stick with it.

Topical Index:  Perseverance

August 3  in much endurance, in afflictions, in hardships, in distresses  2 Corinthians 6:4
I’m Tore Down  (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=djRAF_ph3TQ)

Endurance – Frankly, I’m tore down.  I can’t remember when I have been so tired.  Every part of my body aches.  I have a hard time thinking.  I just want to go to sleep.

Does that sound like you?  It wouldn’t surprise me.  We live in an age of accelerated depletion.  I am quite sure that one of the major forces of the enemy is to just keep turning up the volume.  We are a long way from watermelon Sunday picnics and wading in the backyard stream.  The whole world is in fast forward and the impact on spirituality is noticeable.  If you feel like I do, then you know you’re close to exhaustion.

Paul knew these symptoms centuries ago.  Even as a Sabbath-observant follower, he still almost ran dry.  Just read the whole list of conditions from this passage.  What is Paul’s solution?  It is the only one that works – and it’s not a vacation to Las Vegas.

“Commending ourselves as servants of God” is Paul’s antidote to exhaustion.  Just what does that mean?  The Greek is sunistemi.  It’s a combination of “together with” and “to set in place, to stand.”  The root histemi has powerful theological implications such as God establishing His Word,  presenting us blameless, appointing the day of judgment and validating the church.  In combination with sun, this word demonstrates the power of being able to stand recommended and accepted.  How is that possible in the face of so many exhausting situations?  It is possible only because we are servants of God.  What does that mean?  As servants (diakonia), we exist to do His bidding, waiting on His command, responsive to His Word.  The secret is knowing what God asks of us.  He enables and equips for His purposes.  When we do whatever comes next, we are sure to reach exhaustion.  God does not equip simply because we decide.  A servant takes his cues from the Master, not from the circumstances.

Maybe that’s the real reason why I feel so tired.  Maybe the true meaning of endurance has escaped me.  In English, “endurance” translates hupomone (patience).  What it implies is a hope that does not give up.  This is not the word used for endurance toward people.  This is about the engineered life; a hope that rests confidently in the character of God and His control.  This is waiting on God to prepare the table in the valley of the shadow.

When we allow the fast forward world to dictate our spiritual flow, we will end up addicted to the crushing rush.  We will run out of gas because we have been traveling roads that God did not put on our maps.  Think of the much bigger picture.  Does all the expended energy necessary to just keep up really matter?   Are you and I servants who are running from place to place and from task to task simply because we wear the uniform?  Or are we so attuned to the Master’s voice that we are able to wait and rest until we hear Him call?  I know how easily I add tasks to my working agendas.  I also know how tired I am of trying to do them all.  Maybe I need to just wait on God’s table and stop trying to run the restaurant.

Topical Index:  Hope

August 4  Then Abraham raised his eyes and looked, and behold, behind him a ram caught in the thicket by his horns;  Genesis 22:13

Cast Your Eyes Upon
Behind – If you’re reading this verse in English, you may discover two curious things.  The first is here in the NASB with the addition of the word “him.”  The second curiosity is found in translations like the NIV where the word “behind” is simply left out of the translation.  Both options should cause us to pause.  Something strange is happening and the English translations are stumbling over it.

The Hebrew actually says, “and behold a ram behind” (vehine-ayil achar).  The word behind is achar meaning “behind, after or afterwards.”  In order to make sense of this word, English translations like the NASB add the assumed pronoun “him.”  But the text doesn’t say that.  It says the Abraham looked and saw a ram achar.  In order to understand what is implied here, we need to know that the Hebrew concept of the future is tied to the idea of behind.  Achariyt comes from the same root.  It is about the last time, the end or the future.  It paints a picture of a man in a rowboat with his destination behind him so that he cannot see where he is going but only where he has been.  This is the Hebrew idea of the future.  When Abraham looked up, he peered into the behind and saw a sacrificial ram.  It’s possible that Abraham saw a ram behind him, but that is not what the text says.  It says that he saw the afterward-ram.  In other words, in the moment that the Angel of the Lord called to Abraham to stop the sacrifice of Isaac, Abraham was allowed to see something deep in the afterward, far in the behind, hidden in the future.  Abraham saw the coming sacrifice provided by God, the ram that would act as God’s own provision on the altar.  Abraham caught a glimpse of the future.

It’s disappointing that this special view is lost in English translations.  In an effort to make the words compatible with English grammar, we obscure the depth of the Hebrew.  No Hebrew word is an accident.  Unless we stick to the text exactly as it is written, we miss what God has to say.  But now you know.  Now you know that Abraham’s sacrifice connects us directly to Yeshua.  Perhaps you always saw the implication.  Now you see something even more wonderful.  The secret was hidden long ago in the very word that describes the ram.

Once in awhile God allows a man or woman to see what’s coming.  The occasions are rare.  There is a reason for this.  Human beings are preoccupied with knowing the future.  It is a form of idolatry.  Why?  Because the motivation behind wanting to know what will happen is the motivation to control our destiny and that is based in a desire to be God.  The reason the future lies behind us is so that we learn to depend on what we already know; namely, the long history of God’s faithfulness with us clearly seen in the past.  As we learn of His reliable care, we trust Him.  We find contentment.  We reject independence.  We stop worrying about tomorrow.  We become children of the man who, when he was ready to sacrifice all, looked behind and saw the God who provides.

Topical Index:  Future

August 5  Abraham built the altar there and arranged the wood, and bound his son Isaac and laid him on the altar  Genesis 22:9

Age of Consent

Bound – According to Jewish tradition, Isaac was a young man of marriageable age (approximately 36) when his father Abraham took him to be sacrificed.  Erase the idea of Isaac as the innocent and helpless child.  At age thirty-six, Isaac could have easily overpowered his one-hundred year-old father.  He did not do so.  He consented to be bound.  He obeyed in spite of the fact that his death was clearly imminent.  In this story we have a foreshadowing of the great sacrifice of Yeshua who also consented to the will of His Father and was bound to the cross for our sins.

But there is even more here than this great foretelling of God’s ultimate gift.  You see, the word for bound is akod.  It describes wrapping in order to secure.  The Jewish rabbinical scholar Rashi says that this word refers to the ring-like marks that are left behind as an indication of the binding.  In other words, even after the ropes have been removed, the signs of akod still remain.  The forensic evidence of submission leaves its impression.  

Have you ever thought about the fact that Yeshua retained the marks of His submission even in His resurrected body?  Why was that necessary?  If the resurrected body is the perfectly redeemed expression of the true nature of the human being, why weren’t those terrible reminders of the agony of the cross removed?  Why wasn’t the body of the resurrected Messiah perfectly new?  The answer, of course, is that these marks of akod are the eternal badges of His fulfilled mission.  When you and I see Him, we will see the marks.  They are reminders that He had to be bound in order for us to be freed.

Now this raises a question for us.  What are your akod marks?  What have you allowed the Father to bind so that you could be obedient to Him?  I suspect that we each have these identifying badges of consent.  They are uniquely ours.  There is something that God pressed us about, some element of our human will that had to respond, “Not my will but yours be done.”  My guess is that this act of obedience left a scar.  Do not expect that scar to go away.  It is the eternal reminder that you belong to the ones who consented to be sacrificed.  This is not a scar that you got on the way to conversion.  Those painful reminders of past sins will be washed into the forgiving sea.  These new markings are the evidence of your post-conversion obedience.  They will not be washed away.  

That does not mean that they were not painful.  It just means that they were worth it.

A follower of Yeshua who does not bear any marks of akod is either too weak to allow God’s gracious suffering or too foolish to see what suffering is really all about.
Topical Index:  Suffering

August 6  Abraham built the altar there and arranged the wood, and bound his son Isaac and laid him on the altar  Genesis 22:9

What Lies Behind

Bound – There is a deep connection between the binding of Isaac and Yeshua.  There is a deep connection between the sacrifice of father Abraham and the Father.  There is a deep connection between the ram and the look behind.  But that’s not quite all of it.

The pictographic representation of the word akod (to bind) is found in the three consonants Ayin-Qof-Daleth.  That picture is “to see the open palm over the horizon,” or “to experience what opens behind.”  In other words, the Hebrew idea of binding is not related to our concepts of forced submission and powerlessness.  It is related to the purpose of the binding, not to the event.  That purpose points us toward the future where we experience the grace of God’s open hand.  To be bound is to be placed in the hand of God.  It is to put my life into His care.  Because binding is consensual submission, it must be based on the trust that God’s open palm will be seen in the future.  

The pictograph of akar (behind, afterward) is “to see what is behind a person.”  Coupled with the Hebrew idea of the future, this word perfectly describes the rowboat man.  But now we know something else that is very important.  The rowboat man is bound.  The rowboat does not pick out any marker on the past shoreline to set his course.  He is bound by invisible (usually) constraints that require him to pick only one set of markers.  He sets his course by them because he allows himself to be bound by them.  He consents to one path and only one path.  In this way, akod and akar are “bound” together.

Do you get it?  To travel toward the future with Messiah Yeshua is to be bound to a single pathway.  That pathway is the one He gave us – to keep His commandments as He kept His Father’s commandments.  There is only one way.  It is the way of torah. To travel with Yeshua is to be bound to Him so that we might experience His open hand grace here and in the future.
Pay no attention to the world’s proclamation that all roads lead to God.  They do not!  Flee the seduction that there are many paths to righteousness.  There is only one!  Be cautious of all who would discard the clear commandments of God, no matter how “reasonable” their arguments seem.  God’s way is not reasonable.  Does the connection between akod and akar make sense?  Does it really seem sane to think that the way to peace is to be bound?  Do we really imagine that the marks of suffering are the badges of trust?  No, God does not ask us to think our way into His plan.  He asks us to obey!

What lies behind is God’s open palm, but you can’t get there by looking over your shoulder.  You can only get there by climbing up on the altar and letting Father bind you.  Then you will experience what is over the horizon, completely out of sight to all who refuse to let the ropes hold them down.

Topical Index:  Future
August 7  Then I urge you, be imitators of me  1 Corinthians 4:16

The Calling

Then – Paul calls us to follow his example because he follows the example of Jesus.  We know that this is the divine pattern of the Christian life – follow the leader.  But what we often overlook is the description that Paul provides of the imitated life.  Paul doesn’t call us to just any kind of ethical behavior.  He calls us to particular kinds of actions; actions that he describes in verses 9 to 15.  If we forget that this famous verse begins with “then” (oun), we won’t see that it is the direct result of a very scary declaration.

The Greek word oun acts like a bridge between thoughts.  It is often translated by “accordingly” or “therefore.”  Paul’s argument begins with his description of how he behaved.  Since he is the one who brought the good news of the gospel to these Corinthians, he tells them that they are to behave in the same way.  What is that?  Let’s take a serious look.  

First, he notes that those sent to proclaim the good news (apostles) are considered spectacles.  They are society’s scapegoats because they stand in opposition to the systems of this world.  Furthermore, they are consigned to death as a result of taking up this calling.  Paul says they are fools because of the Messiah.  In other letters we know that Paul considers this commitment to Yeshua more important than any other relationship or treasure in life.  He counts all of his personal gain as garbage compared to this.  I wonder if we think of this kind of example when we hear Paul say, “Imitate me.”

Next Paul says that his example is an example of weakness.  That doesn’t sound very appealing in a world that glorifies strength.  Our culture worships the strong.  Paul’s example stands utterly opposed to such idolatry.  If God is going to use us, it will not be through those things that we are able to do on our own.  If we are to imitate Paul, a lot of pride will have to be set aside.

Paul follows with a comment about honor.  Those who subscribe to the world’s standards can expect to be honored for their achievements.  But that doesn’t apply here.  Those who carry the message of the forgiving God are more likely to be held in contempt.  They are dishonored.  They are rejected.  They are considered deranged, unwelcome and distasteful.  Furthermore, they defer all accolades to the One they follow even when they are recognized.  They live lives of ignominy.  Their world is a long way away from the cover of Forbes, Sports Illustrated or Vogue.

Paul concludes with a series of descriptions that would make most of us run: hungry and thirsty, naked, homeless, used as punching bags, wandering, laboring with our own hands, cursed and persecuted.  What is Paul’s response?  To bless, to bear up, to intercede on behalf of the abusers.  

Now we know what imitating means.  Now we can evaluate our own life copies.  I don’t know about you, but I have a long way to go and a lot to change.

Topical Index:  Discipleship

August 8  All things are lawful to me, but not all things are profitable.  1 Corinthians 6:12
What Is Not

Lawful – How we long for the removal of all requirements over our lives!  We want to be free!  What we mean, of course, is that we want to do whatever we want to do whenever we feel like doing it.  That is societal suicide, as the world is once more discovering, but it doesn’t stop our natural desire to throw off all the constraints.  So, when we read this declaration from Paul, we quite naturally understand it in terms of our own desire to find justification for self-enhancing actions.  We remove the context and proclaim, “I am free under grace.  I can do anything I want to do.  I don’t have to live by the Law anymore.”

Of course, Christians would never believe that Paul’s declaration means they can steal, lie, murder or commit adultery without consequence.  Some “laws” seem so basic that even a declaration of freedom like this one does not overturn them.  When Christians offer this verse for justification, the issue is usually all the other instructions in the torah, in particular those instructions that appear to be just for the Jews.  The battle cry, “I am under grace,” is used to rationalize ignoring God’s commands to Israel.  But maybe we haven’t looked at this verse as seriously as we should.

The Greek word exesti is not found in the Greek version of the Old Testament.  It is a New Testament word, used most often in the description of Jesus’ interaction with the Pharisees over what is “lawful.”  The word itself comes from two Greek words, ek meaning “out of” and eimi meaning “to be”.  So, it can appropriately be translated “what is possible, what comes out of what is” as well as “lawful.”  It all depends on the context.  Paul is not talking about a person can do but rather about what a person must do.  This is particularly important in the Corinthian church where personal liberty created an atmosphere of license that opposed the very heart of God.  Paul addresses this ungodly behavior not by commanding obedience but my pointing out that voluntary submission to what delights God and benefits others is the true path.  In other words, while Corinthian Christians can do all kinds of things (and, in fact, are doing them), they have missed the point.  Christianity is not a religion of legislation but rather an act of devotion.  That simply means that some things may not be done even if they could be done.

Now let’s look at the greater context.  Does Paul ever suggest that walking with the Messiah means we are free to ignore torah?  Does he proclaim that grace overthrows law?  Certainly not!  How could Paul exhort us to follow his example just as he follows Jesus unless he means that he is as faithful to the torah as Jesus was?  How could Paul claim that he never violated any of the torah or the traditions of his people and still proclaim that he can do anything he wishes?  Paul’s point is about the reason that a believer follows God’s instructions.  That reason is not based in forced compliance but rather in grateful submission.  We are human.  We have free will.  We can choose anything that is possible.  But we don’t.  We choose based on what God calls good because we love Him. 

The goal of life is not about liberty.  It is about slavery to the One who loves us.

Topical Index:  Freedom

August 9  Therefore I want the men in every place to pray, lifting up holy hands, without wrath and dissension.  1 Timothy 2:8
How To Pray

Wrath and Dissension – We know that prayer is the operating power of God’s redemptive plan.  We know that prayer is deeper, more powerful, more courageous and more demanding than any other spiritual discipline.  We know that prayer is absolutely essential, but knowing all of this doesn’t make it any easier.  Most of us are not like Epaphras.  We want to be, but we just don’t know how to become prayer warriors.  So, we do the best we can, bumping along in the morning, trying our best to get the right words, to stay awake, to trust God.  I would guess that for most of us prayer is generally frustrating.  We try and try but we aren’t lifted to heights of glory.  We muddle through.

Paul tells Timothy something about prayer that might help all of us.  He starts by focusing on the mixture that we bring to God’s throne.  In particular, Paul tells us that prayer needs to be devoid of wrath and dissension.  “Of course,” you might say.  “Who can imagine that God will listen to prayers filled with anger?”  Obviously, this isn’t quite what Paul has in mind.

The first Greek word here is orge (wrath).  Aristotle called it desire with grief.  In other words, it is not simply anger.  It is the combination of the frustration that I do not have what you have with the feeling of revenge.  In Greek tragic plays, orge describes the explosive moment when revenge bursts forth bringing disaster.  It is parallel to the Hebrew concepts of heated passion, rage and indignation.  Clearly such feelings do not belong in prayer.  So, why does Paul bother to mention it at all?  Because Paul has just exhorted believers to pray for those who have the power to oppress.  When we are most inclined to curse, when the objects of our fury deserve punishment for what they have done to us, we are to lay aside orge.  This is no different than Jesus’ instruction to bless those who curse you.  Perhaps the first requirement for deeper prayer is to examine ourselves to see if we are carrying a list of hated enemies under our prayer requests.

The second word is dialogismos.  In one context, this word might be translated doubt.  In this context, it means dispute.  Orge is the internal state of mind that desires revenge.  Dialogismos is the external action that carries out this hostile attitude.  Neither one benefits.  It is not sufficient to simply think blessed thoughts toward previous or potential enemies.  I must put aside my internal hostility and turn my blessings into real actions.  It’s no good to come to prayer after asking forgiveness for desires for revenge if I have not altered the real circumstances of life.  Followers of the Way manifest redemption in both thought and deed.  One without the other is either pointless or pathetic.  

It seems so obvious.  Why does Paul bother with it?  Because there is no greater threat to prayer, and no more vulnerable place of opposition, than with our enemies, real or perceived.  If prayer doesn’t work here, it won’t work anywhere else.  If you want to lift up holy hands, first look under your fingernails.  A bit of anger or contentious behavior left unwashed makes prayer impossible.  Scrub before kneeling.

Topical Index:  Understanding

August 10  Now the serpent was more crafty than any beast of the field  Genesis 3:1

The Great Seduction

Crafty – Adam and his wife thought they would be like God.  Instead, they just discovered they were naked.  It was the greatest seduction the world has ever known.  If we could just peer into the Hebrew in this verse, we would discover a subtle word-play that reveals just how “crafty” the serpent was.   

The Hebrew word for “crafty” is ‘arum.  It has both positive and negative uses.  In Proverbs, the word means prudent (Proverbs 14:8) or humble (Proverbs 12:23).  Here it means shrewd or seductive reasoning.  What we don’t see in English is that this word is just one small vowel away from ‘arom, the word used to describe physical nakedness (Genesis 2:25).  In fact, there are a host of consonants (A-R-Y-M) that carry nuances about this event: ‘erwah (nakedness), ‘arwah (dishonor), ‘arom (naked) and ‘arum (crafty).  Do you notice something about the connections between them?  The Hebrew pictograph helps: “to see a person and behold chaos.”  In other words, nakedness is now a symbol of disordered existence.  There was a time, before the seduction of the one who saw that nakedness could be disordered, when being without the mask of clothing was perfect alignment with the Holy One.  There was a time when nakedness reflected ordered, honorable relationships.  Then the serpent turned nakedness against itself, using its vulnerability to bring about the destruction of the divine relationship.  Suddenly nakedness became the reminder of chaos.  Suddenly we could see what we lost and were not able to recover.  It was not innocence.  It was order.

Everything important in life happens in the first three chapters of Genesis (someday I’ll write a book with that title).  This wordplay is no exception.  What we discover is that we are tempted to put our order in place of God’s order.  We should learn that displacing God’s order destroys all order – it leaves us naked and ashamed, exactly the opposite of what we hoped to achieve.  We see that one time our vulnerability was the crown of humanity.  We thrived in dependence on our Creator.  But in sin we discover that disorder destroys our vulnerability, not by stripping away our fragile nature but by removing the trust that makes vulnerability possible.  Vulnerability without trust is chaos.  That’s what the serpent left us.

Finally, we discover that the biblical text notices our predicament even in the word pictures of human nakedness.  We are the ones who behold our own chaos.  We are afraid of who we are.  To be a sex object is to be nothing more than what the serpent left behind – chaos incarnated – a being without belonging.  God’s restoration appeals to our deepest loss – the loss of trust; a trust between God and us and between ourselves.  We can cover up but we cannot hide.  It takes God’s covering to restore our humanity.

Topical Index:  Nakedness

August 11   to do good, to be rich in good works, to be generous and ready to share  1 Timothy 6:18

Wake Up Call (1)
To Do Good – There are only two places where this word is used in the whole Bible (and in between).  The only other occurrence of this word is in Acts 14:17* where Paul describes God’s good works of rain, fruitful seasons, food and gladness.  That puts Paul’s advice to those who are wealthy in some very prestigious company – God Himself.  What that means is that how we handle our assets and influence must fall in line with the way God handles His assets and influence.  Paul is issuing a wake up call.

The first alarm of the wake up call clamors for etymological attention.  Why?  Because Paul invents this word.  It is agathoergeo, a combination of agathos (benevolent) and ergon (work).   Let’s be careful here.  Our English translation, “doing good,” can lead us astray.  There are a lot of things that are good but are not benevolent.  They may be morally upright and ethically sound but they do not benefit others.  God’s version of doing good is focused on others.  If it does not benefit someone else, it doesn’t qualify.  So, the first caution is the concern about the immediate goal of our efforts.  It’s not supposed to be about you and me.

There is a caution here.  God does good because that is who He is.  His goodness may not always appear benevolent.  For example, God’s judgment is good even when it results in punishment for the disobedient.  Why is this good?  Because His judgment brings righteousness.  If we are going to do good as God does good, we will not always perform pleasant and comfortable acts of kindness.  Tough love is also doing good.  In order to qualify as “doing good,” our efforts must be in alignment with God’s purposes and plans.  Nothing else counts no matter how noble it is.

Of course, that isn’t all that’s involved in Paul’s invented word.  Notice that there is work in this deal.  We cannot fulfill the requirement for God’s plan about riches by proxy.   Just writing the check won’t quite cut it.  It’s a good start, but it’s not the end of the mission.  To do good is to become actively involved in the lives of others.  It is to follow in the footsteps of Jesus and, as far as I know, He never gave a dollar to a charitable cause.  He performed the charitable work by giving His life away.  From God’s point of view, good works is a relationship word.  If you want to find those who are doing good, you will have to look in places where people are in need. There are no homeless people living in your safe deposit box.  There are no hungry people waiting in your wallet.  Doing good is a relationship word that can only be exercised in personal contact.  

Please don’t think that you have to go to Ethiopia.  If God asks you to, then by all means do so.  But doing good can be accomplished right in your neighborhood.  In fact, doing good with neighbors is sometimes more difficult than going to Honduras.  Building a relationship that demonstrates the heart of God with those who live next door is demanding and threatening, especially for proxy Christians.  Time to cash in and go to work.

*in the NA 27th UBS edition.  In the Textus Receptus, the Greek is the related word agathopoion
Topical Index:  Good

August 12 to do good, to be rich in good works, to be generous and ready to share  1 Timothy 6:18

Wake Up Call (2)

Good Works – Did you think that doing good (yesterday on agathoergeo) was good enough?  Not quite.  Paul adds another qualification with the phrase “good works.”  The problem is that we don’t see the difference in translation because we don’t realize that this is a different Greek word.  When Paul speak of being rich in good works, he uses the words ergois kalois.  You will recognize ergois (works) in relation to agathoergeo, but what about kalos?  It’s not the same as agathos and the difference is important. 

Yesterday we discovered that working good is about benefiting others.  Paul’s first wake up call is a question about the object of our efforts.  If what we do does not result in direct benefit to someone else, then we haven’t understood God’s distribution plan.  This part of the wake up call confronts everyone who thinks that they will become generous after they have taken care of themselves.  If I am not engaged in blessing others from the beginning, my proxy attitude is probably not going to change.

But what is good is not only what benefits others.  That’s why we need kalos.  This is the second wake up call.  If you hit the snooze button at the first alarm, then this one is for you.  Kalos is what is intrinsically good.  To be rich in good works is to fill my heavenly saving account with actions that are good in and of themselves.  This is what is ethically pure, honorable, morally upright and of good conscience.  This is what is virtuous, righteous, beautiful and orderly.  This is what shines because it has the quality and characteristics of a diamond, not because someone gives it external value.  If I am going to fill my spiritual bank I must make deposits with holy script.  If working good is about my relationship to others, then being rich in good is about my character.  One without the other is bankruptcy.

This, of course, leads us directly to a great spiritual problem.  You see, we are not diamonds in the rough.  We are filthy rags (even at our best) because the standard for diamonds is the Holy One of Israel.  Frankly, we don’t measure up and we will never measure up.  There is no currency in my life that I can deposit in the heavenly treasure vault because all my currency is stained with sin.  The answer is not more dirty efforts.  The answer is currency laundering.  Jesus has to wash me clean before any of my character qualities meet the holy standard.  It is Yeshua’s righteousness that I deposit in my account, not mine.  When Paul exhorts me to be rich in good works, he has another verse in mind:  “For me to live is Christ.”

Now we see that none of Paul’s admonition can be considered works righteousness.  Doing good in order to get grace is simply impossible.  The only way I can fulfill the test of working good and being rich in good works is to live a life of Christ in me, the hope of glory.  Altruism is useless.  Charity is pointless.  It is Yeshua or nothing.

The wake up call points to our insufficiency and His abounding grace.  It demands transformation in action and character.  It’s not a program.  It’s a profession.
Topical Index:  Good
August 13  Then Isaac brought her into his mother Sarah’s tent, and he took Rebekah, and she became his wife, and he loved her;   Genesis 24:67

Open Marriage

Took – It’s symptomatic of our Greek cultural ethos that we immediately think of the Hebrew word laqah from the perspective of eros.  When the text says that Isaac took Rebekah, we filter the description through the Greek idea of possessive attraction (eros).  We see this in relation to power.  One takes, the other gives.  Master and slave.  Controller and controlled.  Our view of marriage is so Greek that we fail to recognize what is really happening here.

The pictograph for the Hebrew laqah helps us correct this misogynic view of marriage.  What does laqah really describe?  It is the picture of what comes from control with an open hand.  This is not about power.  It is about benevolent authority.  Isaac does not dominate Rebekah.  He does not demand, compel or require.  He provides authority with an open hand.  He protects.  He honors.  He guides.  He gives.  This kind of laqah leads directly to the summation, “he loved her.”  

The initial Hebrew consonants (Lamed-Qof) describe control with an open hand.  They stand in opposition to the usual idea of taking something or someone.  Below the surface, Hebrew suggests that taking is related to benevolence and stewardship, not power and decree.  To take is really to receive from the Lord by governing with an open palm.  But this word is not a two consonant construction.  It adds the final consonant Hey, meaning “what comes from” or “behold.”  There is something amazing about taking.  “Behold, control with an open palm.”  Control that comes from an open palm is God’s way.  No clenched fist of power permeates the heavenly realm.  God rules in gentle persuasion.  He has no hidden agenda.  He rules by invitation, not constraint.  His definition of taking is an oxymoron in this world.   This sign of heaven on earth is possession without power.  This is open marriage; marriage that does not rely on a hierarchy or a dictator but on stewardship and surrender.

The more we examine the vocabulary of marriage, the more we encounter the framework of God’s relationship with all human beings.  Isaac, the Old Testament typology of Yeshua, accepts the responsibility of stewardship over his bride, brought to him by his father.  He governs with benevolence and devotion.  Rebekah, the virgin bride redeemed from a far land for her husband, surrenders to him because, as the Scripture says, “he loved her.”  It all foreshadows another marriage; one that is still to be completed.

Is this the kind of marriage you enjoy?  Does this story from the Torah describe your relationship with the coming King?  In both physical and spiritual realms, does your relationship breathe the air of benevolence and devotion, of purity and submission?  Or are you a confused Greek, trying to build a house on the sand of eros (possession) by exercising power?

Topical Index:  Marriage

August 14  “Are you the teacher of Israel, and you do not understand these things?”  John 3:10
Questions Worth Asking
Understand – The educational model of this world is not God’s model.  This statement has nothing to do with the subject matter.  It’s not about “creationism” versus “evolution.”  It’s not about how to teach moral concepts (or how not to teach them).  God’s method of education is found in the life-transformation school of hard knocks.  In other words, while the Greek model operates on the idea that education is about transferring information from teacher to pupil, God’s model is about transforming the pupil by copying the teacher.  Without transformation there is no education.  In God’s world, you don’t know until you do.

Yeshua is the perfect example of this kind of teaching methodology.  That’s why He asks so many questions.  In fact, most of the time Yeshua doesn’t even answer the question that the pupil asks.  Instead, He asks another question or answers a question that no one asked.  This is the rabbinic way – to guide the student to find his own answer by not giving it to him.

In the Greek model, we are quick to supply information.  We just want the facts as fast as possible.  This kind of education even infects our evangelism when we attempt to communicate the good news in rapid-fire delivery so that we can transfer the “saving knowledge” to someone else.  But notice Jesus’ approach.  Three years of daily interaction with twelve select men.  A patient, slow demonstration of a way of life that transforms.  And even after all that, they didn’t get it!  Jesus was not in a hurry.  He knew that the goal was not correct facts but rather obedient lives, and that takes time.  It took forty years in the wilderness.  What makes us think that it can be accomplished in a forty minute sermon or a forty second testimony?

Jesus asks the crucial question of Nicodemus (He is especially good at asking the crucial question).  The Greek word is ginosko, a verb that implies knowledge perceived, received or comprehended by accumulation of evidence or research.  This is exactly the kind of knowledge that we would expect in the Greek model – gathering facts.  But the gospel of John has a special use for ginosko.  John uses this Greek verb to denote the personal relationship between the Father and the Son and between the believer and Yeshua (cf. John 10:14-15).  So, in John, ginosko is not just about gathering the facts.  It’s about relationships.  Notice what Jesus says.  “Are you the teacher of Israel, and you have not gathered, discovered or concluded these simple things about the relationship with the Father?”  Something has gone wrong with Nicodemus’ information collecting.  It is not accompanied by obedience to the truth.  As a result, Nicodemus, for all of his prestige as a teacher, is ignorant.  He hasn’t moved from intelligence to submission.

Jesus might ask us exactly the same question.  “Are you the instructor of your children, your fellow believers, your neighbors and you do not understand the simple truth about the connection between hearing and obeying?”  How ignorant we are in our self-glorifying intellect.  We claim to know all the right doctrines, but we fail to understand.  We think that knowing is the same as believing.  We have adopted the Greek model where information is enough to pass the test.  That is never the case in Scripture.  Without behavioral transformation, we remain fools.

How’s your spiritual IQ today?  Do you understand these things?

Topical Index:  Education

August 15  He who believes in the Son has eternal life; but he who does not obey the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God abides on him.  John 3:36

Hebrew Parallelism

Obey – Even in translation this verse demands that we see the connection between “believe” and “obey.”  But when we realize that John’s thought and sentence structure is Hebraic, the force of this connection is undeniable.  Believing has nothing to do with gathering the facts.  If there is no obedience, there is no belief.  This fact is emphasized when we see that John uses two present active participles for “believing” and “disobeying.”  There are no nouns here.  It is not the collection of correct beliefs versus the collection of mistaken opinions.  It is the action of believing versus the action of deliberate disobedience (in Greek apietheo – do you see something familiar here?  Disobedience is connected to apathy).

The Christian church preaches a theology of divorce.  It has separated believing from doing.  It claims that knowing that Jesus is the Christ and proclaiming this truth is sufficient for a salvation ticket.  The church today rarely speaks of the demand for obedient perseverance.  Its goal is to get you to heaven by whatever means possible.  If that means divorcing behavior from declaration, so be it.  But Yeshua will not tolerate such foolishness.  John’s gospel captures this in bold type in this verse parallelism.  In John, “to believe” is never to simply acknowledge the facts.  John uses the Greek word pistos ninety-two times.  It is never a noun.  It is never “belief.”  It is always “to believe into,” to move from one worldview to another, to shift everything about who I am and what I do from the system of this world to the Kingdom of God.  It is action, not information.  

Hebrew loves to describe concepts with opposites.  Here John paints a picture of opposites that clearly defines what believing means.  The opposite of believing is not being ignorant.  It is not being confused or having the wrong facts.  The opposite of believing is disobeying.  This can only mean that believing is the same as obeying.  Anyone who claims to believe in Jesus but does not obey the teachings of Jesus is not only deceived, he is condemned.  To divorce believe and obey is spiritual suicide.

For a Christian, nothing is more important than obeying Yeshua.  He is the only means for graceful access to the Father.  He is the only sacrifice that reconciles the rift between us and God.  To ignore what He says is insanity.  Yet week after week, in congregation after congregation, we preach divorce.  We march in goose-step to the beat of the Greek drum, wrongly dividing the word of truth by telling ourselves that Jesus’ example of obedience does not apply to us.  Is it any wonder that the scariest verse in the Bible is the one that says, “I never knew you.”

There is hardly a single page of Scripture that does not speak of obedience.  It is the consistent theme from Genesis to Revelation.  It is the neon sign that stands above the salvation billboard.  If obedience is the hallmark of our Savior, can it be any less important for us?  There is no avoiding this subject.  It is not “Jewish.”  Jesus was a Jew, but He came for all of us.  His instructions are for all of us.  His example is for all of us.  It’s time to bring the divorce to an end and reconcile believing and obeying.  There is no train to glory that does not pass through the plains of the wilderness and in the wilderness I must learn to obey or be left behind.

Topical Index:  Obedience

August 16  for this shall be called woman because out of man this has been taken  Genesis 2:23
Double Dose
Woman – There is something crucial happening here, deeper than we can see in the simple translation.  It is connected to the formulation of the Hebrew words for man and woman.  It tells us something important about roles and relationships, but to see it we will have to really dig.

Until this verse, the word for “man” is always the translation of the word adam.  Adam is not only the name of the first person, it is also the word that signifies all Mankind, both male and female.  It is directly related to the Hebrew idea of blood.  The pictograph tells us that the word adam means first door of water, in this case the liquid called blood.  The connection between adam and adamah (earth) is the compound picture “what comes out of the first door of water.” 

But this is not the word used in this verse.  In this verse, Adam (the person) names the female Woman.  We don’t see the word play in translation but we do in Hebrew.  The word for “man” is iysh.  It carries the picture “the strong arm that consumes.”  When Adam gives the name “woman” to this new human being, the word is ish-sha. You will see the phonetic similarity.  The pictograph is actually explained in the text.  The addition of the Hebrew consonant Hey at the end of this word reveals the meaning “that which comes out of.”  Therefore, Adam says that this is woman – that which comes out of man.  

But there is something else here that is not so phonetically obvious.  The Hebrew consonants for iysh are Aleph-Yod-Shin.  Notice that in the word for woman, the consonant are not what we would expect.  The middle Yod is replaced by a double Shin before the Hey is added.  Thus, “man” is A-Y-SH but “woman” is A-SH-SH-H.  We would have expected “woman” to be A-Y-SH-H, but this isn’t the case.  Why?
Eliminating the Yod removes the pictograph of the strong arm.  Man is the strong arm that consumes, but woman is the strong consumer (doubled) who comes from Man.  They are completely connected, in fact, identical in the picture of strength (Aleph = leader), but something changes after that initial identity.  We know that the Scriptural explanation for the added Hey consonant portrays the created connection between man and woman (i.e., the woman comes from the man).  But what about the doubled Shin?  What does that tell us about the Hebrew concept of the woman?

Here’s a conjecture.  It offers some explanation and some insight, but it is only conjecture.  The letter Shin has multiple meanings, as do most pictographs.  Shin means consume, eat and destroy.  That makes perfect sense since what is consumed is destroyed.  In this word for woman, is it possible that Adam’s name is prophetic, that in offering the name “woman”, Adam recognizes that she has both the strength to consume and to destroy?  Remember that God does not name the woman.  In fact, contrary to popular mythology, her name is not Eve.  It is chavvah (see Genesis 3:20), a proper name that means “making alive.”  In Genesis 2:23, Adam is not naming this person.  He is designating the functional role that this new creation will play.  He is pronouncing her identity, not her label.  She is the one who is both potential consumer (along with him) and destroyer.  Perhaps Adam sees the risk.  Perhaps he is somehow aware that this one presents the possibility of choosing between her and God.  Perhaps he already sees that her role as ‘ezer is fraught with danger because she is so much like him and, at the same time, so completely what God designed just for him.  Adam’s aloneness is resolved in a way that presents the quintessential risk of free will.  The one who would be his protector and provider (the ‘ezer) is also the one who can become his greatest dilemma.  It is the same for us, isn’t it?  Somewhere along the way, we must choose.  Will it be the one perfectly made for us, or will it be obedience to the Designer?

It’s just a thought.  Run with it.  But if every letter is inspired, there must be something behind this unexpected double dose, right?

Topical Index:  Woman
August 17  Therefore, a man shall leave his father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife, and they shall become one flesh.  Genesis 2:24
The Choice

Therefore – “Therefore” means that as a result of something previously explained, the following happens.  Therefore, “therefore” is a very important word (. Without it we will not know why a man (iysh) should forsake (that’s what it really says) his parents and cling (cleave) to his ishshah.   So, let’s back up.  Adam offers the name “woman” because the woman comes out of the man.  She is bone of his bone, flesh of his flesh.  Notice that he does not say “blood of my blood.”  That much is already established in the creation of Man.  But now Adam sees that she is the perfect complement to him, the one he was designed to embrace as equal under God.  She comes from him.

As a result, he is to go back to her.  His destiny in this relationship is to re-establish the unity that they were when she was not yet separate from him.  She comes out of him.  He is to bring back that unity so that they are once again “one flesh.”  That’s what the “therefore” is for.

“Therefore” is the Hebrew word ‘al-ken.  It has a very interesting pictograph.  It is the picture of looking toward the open palm of life.  In other words, to move from one truth to another is to move toward life.  In Scripture, “therefore” is the step from one revealed insight of God’s creation to another revealed insight.  Since knowledge is always connected with obedience, to see the insight is to act upon it.  ‘Al-ken is not restricted to our notion of logical conclusion or rational analysis.  ‘Al-ken is about what we are to do as a result of what we understand.  It’s two components mean “what is foundational, what is correct that leads to action.”

As a result of understanding that man and woman are in fact two elements of the same original union, we are to bring about the restoration of that union by an exclusive relationship that reunites the single entity.  That is the purpose of marriage.  It is not lust abatement, economic leverage or passionate possession.  It is re-union.  It is homecoming.  It is two becoming one again.

The two critical verbs in this paramount declaration concerning marriage are equally informative.  The first is azav.  It means “to leave, abandon, forsake or loose.”  The consonant picture is the idea of a leader cut off from the house.  The second verb is davaq (to cling, cleave, join with).  This pictograph shows us a tent door to a house behind.  That, of course, is the picture of a new home, one that is in the future, over the horizon.  So, these two verbs actually paint the same picture as the word description of the verse itself.  A man is cut off from leading in one house and finds a new house in his future.  That new house is the place of the ‘ezer, the place where he is re-united with himself in union with the one who was made for him.

Perhaps husbands need to spend some time thinking about the biblical view of “one flesh;” a view that is not based in the Greek overtones of sex.  Perhaps husbands need to discover what they are missing.  Perhaps they need to realize that reunion is the goal of marriage.  Then they may choose to become whole again.
Topical Index:  Marriage

August 18  For YHWH has poured out on you a spirit of deep sleep, and has shut your eyes, the prophets, and He has covered your heads, the seers.  Isaiah 29:10

Left Blind

Prophets – You and I can be very glad we did not live in the time of Isaiah.  The apostasy of Israel in those days caused God to make a terrible decision.  Because Israel refused to accept the responsibility that went along with God’s grace, God had to take steps to chastise them.  In this case, the steps God took were drastic.  Destruction, captivity, famine and chaos became the tools God used to bring His children to their senses.  Yes, it’s a very good thing that we don’t live in those days.  In those days, God blinded the people by taking away the ones who could reveal God’s purposes.  Once He removed the prophets, they floundered like men in a pitch-black cave.  

The Hebrew word for prophet is naviy from the root navat (to look intensely, watch, consider).  Please put away the idea that a prophet sees the future.  While this is occasionally part of the prophet’s message, the preoccupation with foretelling did not enter the believing community until late in the second century AD after the “church” began its steady progression toward Greek metaphysics and pagan mysticism.  The Hebrew prophet was a man called by God to deliver God’s message.  That is all.  He was a spokesman for God.  He did not bring his own opinion, evaluation or creative application.  He said what God said.  End of story.

The root word is instructive.  It portrays life in the house of the covenant.  The prophet is the eyes of the people of the covenant.  He points them toward the way of life by unpacking and revealing what God says.  There is a rather terrifying implication.  Without eyes, the house is a place of death.  

So, why did God take away the eyes of His children?  Why did He cause them to become blind?  The answer is all about their behavior.  They ignored God’s purpose for their election.  They did not become the distribution point of grace to the world.  They looked after themselves first and foremost.  They accumulated rather than distributed.  They acted as an exclusive hierarchy of regulation rather than an inclusive community of forgiveness.  They denied the priority of God’s commandments.  They worshipped man-made institutions and success.  They stopped training their children in the ways of the Lord.  They were sexually immoral.  They took advantage of the weak and the poor.  They lived for gain.  They served a profitable justice.  They followed leaders who did not demonstrate godly character.  They clamored for fame.  They believed in prosperity for themselves.  They turned aside from duty.  They let their passions loose.  They did not control their appetites or their imaginations.

So, God brought judgment upon them.  He led them blindly to destruction.  He took away their eyes.

Of course, that was a long time ago.  We’re not like that, are we?  All those actions and attitudes that characterized the children of Israel don’t look familiar to us, do they?  We aren’t blind.  We know exactly what we are doing.  Just turn on the light, please.

Topical Index:  Prophet

August 19  For YHWH has poured out on you a spirit of deep sleep, and has shut your eyes, the prophets, and He has covered your heads, the seers.  Isaiah 29:10

Eyes Wide Shut
Seers – The word for “seers” is chozim.  It comes from a root word chazah.  It is not Hebrew.  This is an Aramaic loanword.  Consequently, trying to understand just what it means is much more difficult.  We may be tempted to simply ignore these complications and stick with our best guess.  But that won’t do.  Why?  Because if we do not understand what is involved in this word, we risk not knowing when God removes the role of the seer and what happens as a result.  If we don’t put some hard work into trying to grasp the meaning of this strange word, we may find ourselves vulnerable to judgment without even knowing it was coming.

Scholars generally agree that chazah is about “seeing,” but it is not about seeing with the natural eye.  Most of the uses of chazah are about prophecy, about “seeing” what is coming.  Interestingly, when we examine the occurrences of this word, we discover that “seeing” is not about images.  It is about words.  A chozen “sees” God’s word.  How this happens is not clear.  We know that it does not occur as a dream (a visual experience when asleep), but we also know that this experience happens most often at night, or as we see in this verse, in a deep sleep.  If we can imagine what it is like to “see” a word from God while asleep but not to have a dream, then we get a picture something like the experience of Samuel when God called him in the middle of the night.  That is chazah.  

“So what?” you might say.  “This is all intellectually interesting, but what difference does it make to me?  After all, I am not like Samuel.”  You’re right.  You and I aren’t like Samuel, but we are dependent on the men God calls as chozim.  The commonly quoted verse, “Without a vision, the people fail,” is far more about chozim than it is about productive goal-setting.  Notice that Lamentations 2:9 says that judgment and disaster are the direct result of the lack of “vision” from God.  If there were ever a time when we (personally and corporately) need God to provide chozim, it is now, before we collapse.  The cultural prophets (and even some claiming to be prophets within the church) seem more likely to fit the cry of Jeremiah in Lamentations 2:14.  “They have seen for you false and foolish visions that do not expose your iniquity and therefore do not restore you.”

We live in a world without chozim.  Oh, we have plenty of visionaries, but their messages are often nothing more than the success structures of a fallen world.  They cry, “Prosperity!,” “Power!” and “Significance!.” Our cultural visionaries tell us what we love to hear.  They make us feel insuperable, dominant and decisive. We applaud, pumped up for another round in life’s battle for significance.  It is our destiny!  In this egocentric ethos, it isn’t surprising that we no longer hear the cry of the chozim.  They wail “Repent.”  That’s not useful.  They sound the call for a return to ancient values.  That’s not relevant.  What the chozim “see” is the hearts of men, and just like the God they serve, they cry “Return!”  But no one who believes in “progress” will listen.  When God puts a bag over our heads by removing the chozim, judgment is inevitable.  With our eyes wide shut, we march toward disaster and think that our leaders will save us.  Salvation comes by hearing the word of the chozim.  Go find one - if there are any left.

Topical Index:  Prophet

August 20  I urge you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God  Romans 12:1

The Wrong Stuff
Living – In order for a sacrifice to be “living,” something had to go wrong.  You see, in the sacrificial system of Israel, an animal was destroyed when offered to God.  Only if it were no longer acceptable would the an animal offered to God continue to live.  After the animal was chosen and dedicated to destruction, something happened that rendered the animal unfit.  It was no longer satisfactory for sacrifice, but it had already been dedicated to God.  Therefore, it could not be used for any other purpose, and it could not be slaughtered in front of the altar.  What happened to such a sacrifice?  It was returned to the temple flock.  There was no way to reverse the dedication and no way to remove the blemish, so it was set apart from the rest of the herd, separated to God, but still alive.

When Paul calls for believers to present themselves as living sacrifices, he recalls the Jewish regulation concerning the dedicated but blemished animal.  By original creative act, every human being was set aside for God’s purposes.  But something went wrong.  What was to be the paradigm example of God’s distributed authority, the very image of God Himself, became unfit after it was dedicated.  We existed for Him but were unfit to fulfill our purpose.  What was the solution?  Yeshua reconciled us with the Father so that, even though we were stained, we could go on living while being separated for His service.  That’s what it means to be a living sacrifice.  It is the sacrifice that went wrong, but is still set apart for Him.

The text uses the Greek word zao.  It implies having some duration, existing or being alive.  Its Hebrew equivalent is hayyah (you can see the Hebrew word “living” in Genesis 2:7).  We were made in God’s image, animated by God’s breath, created for God’s purposes.  In perfect harmony with the Creator, we existed as His regents, equipped to carry out His orders in the world.  But something went wrong.  The tragic results meant that Mankind, dedicated at creation for God’s purposes, was now unfit for the role.  Only the sacrifice of God Himself could restore the original harmony and someday, when the grand plan of redemption closes, those who return to the God Who loves us will once again be perfectly fitted to the role.  Until then, we are separated as living sacrifices.

Perhaps you and I need to understand that a living sacrifice is a sacrifice that is not perfect.  A living sacrifice is blemished.  That’s who we are.  By the grace of God and the obedience of Yeshua, we are the blemished sacrifices, still alive after the altar ceremony.  What we could not do, Yeshua did for us.  In the process, He allowed us to be set apart, to continue even though we should have been put on the altar.  We are the redeemed wrong stuff, not the perfect offering.  And it’s all right.  We are just where we’re supposed to be.

Knowing this makes it a little easier to handle those days when the blemishes really show.  We are still His own, still dedicated to Him.  We are still set aside.  It’s not about perfection.  It’s about grace.  Though we were dead and buried with Him, we live.  It is a paradox of great importance.

Topical Index:  Sacrifice

August 21  I urge you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God  Romans 12:1

For the next few days we will examine the teaching of Paul in Romans 12.  Sometimes we will have to look at the same verse several time, but rest assured, there is a lot to mine here.
Delightful Direction
Acceptable – I don’t like this.  Neither should you.  I don’t want to be “acceptable.”  I want to be wonderful, excellent, top-shelf or best.  In Paul’s day, the translation of euarestos could have carried the idea of acceptable because Paul thought of acceptable in terms of the sacrificial system of Israel.  But today this English word is unacceptable.  It doesn’t capture what Paul means.  It slips into the advertising lingo of “good, better, best.”  It makes us feel as though we just squeaked by.  That is clearly not what Paul has in mind.

First, let’s look at the Greek word itself.  Eurestos actually combines two words:  eu (well, in the sense of good, not healthy) and aresko (to please).  Literally, this word means “well-pleasing.”  At a slightly deeper level, aresko implies to be fitted to the task, to be just what is required.  God is well-pleased, says Paul.  It’s not that God finds us just good enough.  God finds us perfectly fitted for His purposes.  We delight Him.

Now let’s consider this Greek word from a Hebrew perspective.  What characteristics does God require of the sacrifice?  It must be spotless, the best, as perfect as it can be.  In fact, since no created thing is perfect, all that the sacrifices demonstrate is directional holiness.  Ultimately, the holy God had to be sacrificed.  He was and is and will be the only perfect being.  His sacrifice covers it all.  So, when Paul invokes the Hebrew imagery with the Greek word eurestos, he implies the directional perfection of the sacrifice of the Lamb of God.  It is “acceptable” all right, but not in the way that we think of acceptable.  In this context, acceptable means exactly what God requires.

So, are you exactly what God requires?  If you have presented yourself as a living sacrifice, you are!  Even though there was something wrong with you so that you were not consumed in the sacrifice, what was wrong has been completely covered over.  You can now be the perfectly fitted sacrifice that God intended because He has removed the obstacle of imperfection.  

This is difficult to absorb even though it may seem simple to grasp.  There are plenty of times when you and I will not feel like we are perfectly fit for God.  We fall.  We sin.  All of our blemishes seem exposed, displayed as flashing neon signs to ourselves and the world.  Yet God says that we are perfectly fit for Him.  It doesn’t matter how you feel about this.  In fact, the more you dwell on your feelings of imperfection, the more your stained history will capture your attention.  Listen!  You and I are living sacrifices.  Of course we are stained.  That’s the only way we can be living sacrifices.  But God counts us righteous.  Who are you going to believe - the inner voice that keeps reminding you of your unworthiness, or God’s voice proclaiming His delight?  Be a Hebrew!  Act on what God says no matter how you feel.  Get up and do what the delighted Father tells you.  Let your actions demonstrate your acceptance of His proclamation.

Topical Index:  Transformation

August 22  and do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect  Romans 12:2

Fashionable
Conformed – In case you haven’t lived long enough to notice, the world is preoccupied with fashion.  I’m not talking about runway models or designer labels.  I mean that the world is consumed with “what’s next.”  From business to politics to education to religion, the world flocks to the fad game.  It might be Japanese management (remember that one?) or cooperative education or bipartisan unity or religious tolerance, but it is all basically the same.  It’s whatever man can think of next.  It is a headlong rush away from God’s revealed plan for living.  If you want what the world has to offer, just wait until tomorrow.  But if you want what God wants, you will have to look back at yesterday.

Paul picks a Greek term that exquisitely captures this radical difference:  suschematizo.  If you look hard, you will see the English “schematic” here.  The addition of sus means “together with.”  In other words, Paul says “Don’t be shaped or molded or fashioned together with the things of this age.  Be radically different by being transformed.”  That’s what we all want, right?  That’s what we all claim.  We are under grace.  We have been transformed.  We aren’t like the world.

Really?  Maybe we need to ask ourselves a few questions that reveal our deeper (unconscious) conformity.

1. Do you support or consent to an education process that holds up “success” as the primary goal of life?  Do you think that being educated is knowing a lot of things?  Do you push your children to become a significant part of the culture by playing important roles?  Or is knowing God and His will at the very top of your educational objective?

2. Are your business practices (as boss or employee) governed entirely by God’s character?  Is compassion at the top of your “best practices” list?  Is money simply a means for honoring the King?  Would you pass up a promotion if it jeopardized your ability to be of service in your spiritual community?  Are you climbing the corporate ladder or looking for a way to help someone from the basement?

3. Do you think life is about getting ahead?  Do you struggle with “significance”?  Do things look greener someplace else?  Or are you content to live as God provides?

4. Is your faith so vital that it can withstand even the cruelest blows?  Are you so in love with the Master that you are unshakeable in your devotion?  Or do you find reasons to doubt?  Do you look for moral vacations?  Do you feel that you deserve better?

We could add to the list, I’m sure.  There are a host of “differentiators” that we usually ignore, like Sabbath-keeping and diet and pilgrimages and festival days.  Somehow we think that all of that is “old-fashioned.”  Maybe we have forgotten who wrote it.  God isn’t a fad.

Now let me ask you again.  How much of your life is fashioned together with this age?

Topical Index:  Transformation

August 23  and do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect  Romans 12:2
Tested

May Prove – Wouldn’t it be nice to prove what God’s will is for you?  Isn’t that what we all need to know?  Paul seems to suggest that the transformation process leads directly to proving God’s will.  That should spur us on to look at the deepest possible meaning here.  But what we find isn’t exactly what we expected.
Paul has a unique approach to Greek.  He often constructs his own way of saying things.  If we aren’t aware of the subtleties of his use of the language, we miss out on the deeper meanings.  This translation is a prime example.  The Greek is eis to dokimazein.  This combination of Greek words is translated “may prove,” but that isn’t quite right.  You see, Paul uses the construction eis to plus a verb infinite in a special way.  Forty-three times Paul applies this combination to indicate purpose.  So, what Paul is really saying is this:  “renew your mind with the purpose that you prove what God’s will is.”  Renewal has a goal.  That goal is wrapped up in the verb dokimazo.  What does this verb mean?  Well, it’s not about offering proof.  It’s about discerning, trying and distinguishing.  It is to examine (and therefore prove) by some method.  Now we see that Paul is not suggesting that renewal of your mind will give you divine insight into God’s perfect plan for your life.  What Paul says is that as a result of renewal, your transformed life will act as the testing ground for God’s will.  You will be the proof.  The purpose of the will of God will be demonstrated in you.  The goal is not for me to get the inside scoop on what God is doing.  The goal is that I am the vehicle that proves what the will of God is.

Does this discourage you?  Did you think that if you could just get the right frame of mind you would suddenly have your life’s plan all mapped out for you?  Do you see that thinking like this is out of character with God?  God never shows the cards before it is necessary.  Why?  The answer might be that if He ever did show us His full plan, we would crumble.  Imagine how Paul felt when Ananias came to him to tell him “all that he must suffer” for Yeshua.  Only a few of us could take that kind of announcement.  God graciously hides the truth until we are ready to receive it.  Furthermore, our preoccupation with knowing the future is idolatry.  It denies the sovereignty of God and blocks our practice of dependence.  Since God wants us to have constant communication with Him as Father, you can be assured that He will not reveal what you don’t need to deal with now.  He is training us to rely on Him, not to get tomorrow’s news today.  We read this verse as a secret door to the future because we want to be self-reliant and independent even in the midst of a relationship with God.  It’s time to see what it really says.

God’s will is showing itself in you.  How?  By the renewal of your mind.  By submitting to Him in every facet of your life.   That includes your plans for tomorrow.  When you take on God’s perspective, you become the proof of God’s will.  That is a moment-by-moment trust in His reliability.  “Give us this day our daily bread” is enough for the renewed person.  Is it enough for you?
Topical Index:  Transformation
August 24  and do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect  Romans 12:2
Tautological Confusion

Good And Acceptable And Perfect – What is a tautology?  It’s a logical exact equivalence.  It’s a statement that merely repeats what it has already said in different words.  It adds nothing new to the meaning.  For example, it is a tautology to say that all single men are unmarried.  Of course they are.  That’s what it means to say they are single.

So, if we read this verse as though the three adjectives “good, acceptable and perfect” describe God’s will, we have a tautology.  God’s will is good, acceptable and perfect by definition.  To say this is to add nothing to the equation.  That means that this English translation (worse in the NIV) is confusing.  These three adjectives are not about God’s will.  They are about something else that adds to our understanding of God’s will.

The terms themselves are agathos, euarestos and teleios.  Agathos means good, benevolent and useful.  You will remember euarestos from the previous verse; meaning what is well-pleasing or exactly fitted to the task.  Teleios is a word about fulfillment.  It can mean perfect but it also means complete, fully grown and finished.  So, these three adjectives paint a bigger picture than what we derive from the three English translated words.  Now, how do we apply them in this verse?  The answer is connected with “proving” God’s will.

Even the Greek text does not support ascribing these adjectives to God’s will.  But they do imply that when something is good, exactly fitted and perfect in fulfillment, that thing reveals God’s will.  Therefore, what Paul is saying is not that God’s will is good and acceptable and perfect.  Of course it is!  We already knew that.  What Paul is saying is that when you are transformed you will be able to determine what is good and acceptable and perfect, and acting on that discernment is God’s will.  I know this is complicated, but it is very important.  Paul is not offering us a secret method for knowing God’s plan for our lives.  God does not deal in secret methods.  His processes are clear to all who are willing to hear (shama – and obey).  All that is required is a willingness to be used by God according to His purposes, not ours.  As soon as that transforming process begins, what is good, acceptable and perfect will start becoming obvious.  Doing it advances the process.  Not doing it stops the growth.  

So, if you want to know what is good and useful, acceptable and exactly fitted, complete and perfect, be obedient by active dedication to the ways of God revealed in His Word and through the Spirit.  When you see what to do, do it – and you will discover that the will of God is manifested in you.  Your own actions will prove it, to yourself and to others.  It’s not a mystery.  It’s not magic.  It’s Yeshua manifested in you.

Ah, the utter simplicity of it all!  Think God’s thoughts after Him and act accordingly.  

Topical Index:  Transformation
August 25  not to think more highly of himself that he ought to think; but to think so as to have sound judgment, as God has afforded to each a measure of faith.  Romans 12:3
Proper Order

Ought – Understanding Paul is perhaps the most difficult task in New Testament theology.  Even Peter complained that he was far too complicated – and Peter spoke Hebrew and wrote Greek!  What in the world are we supposed to do?   The only way is to take this slowly, like the pieces of a picture puzzle, each one fitted to the next to complete the entire image.  Paul is building an argument about the role that every believer plays in the community of faith.  We must know this!  If we fail to understand his point, we will encounter only frustration and failure in our efforts to contribute to the edification of the body.  So, let’s press on in spite of the difficulty.  Don’t you want to know how you are going to be fully used by God?

Paul actually doesn’t say that humility is thinking more of yourself than you ought to.  His Greek expression is more forceful.  It uses the Greek word dei which means “must.”  Paul says that we are not to think of ourselves more highly than we must.  In fact, the phrase is striking.  “Do not (as a matter of actual fact, not merely hypothetically) have higher thoughts (the verb is used only here in the New Testament – meaning to consider of great importance) of yourself than you must have.  Denny comments that every man thinks of himself as the most important person in the world.  This is the natural expression of ego.  For those outside the bonds of Yeshua Messiah, the world revolves around them.  But the one who is being transformed (going through metamorphosis) has a radical change in ego perspective.  What was previously necessary and inevitable (dei) changes.  In the past, I thought it proper and right to consider my own interests.  It was necessary for my survival.  It was the automatic posture of self-defense and self-progress.  Paul exhorts us to see that all of this must change.

Paul’s solution to the inevitability of ego is “sound judgment.”  What is that?  It’s the same word used in Mark 5:15 to describe the demoniac’s return to sanity (right mind).  It is the entire goal of Proverbs – to exercise wisdom as a demonstration of godly humility.  Here Paul uses that special Greek construction eis to to point us toward purpose.  The purpose of ego deflation is sanity!  The Hebrew word picture helps us see God’s perspective here.  From a biblical perspective, the opposite of the Hebrew word redeem (ga-al) is pride (gay-ah).  The word pictures are striking.  Redeem is “God is lifted up” but pride is “strength lifted up.”  When I lift up God, I experience redemption and the consequence of redemption is a sane and ordered life.  I enter into the right mind.  I serve the King.  I find my place where I am a delight to God and a blessing to others.  But when I think of myself as most important, my pride sends me toward insanity.  When I lift up my own strength, I flaunt God’s way.  I think of myself as the captain of my own soul.  I am deluded and delusional, and the consequences are dire.

Yes, there is more here than just how I ethically ought to think.  This is not Pauline etiquette.  This is Pauline psychotherapy.  Paul isn’t concerned with just being a nice person by putting others first.  Paul is concerned with the very essence of the Christian way.  If you don’t get this, you don’t get any of it.  It’s not my world and I must not act as though it is.  Those who do are crazy.

Topical Index:  Transformation
August 26  as God has allotted to each a measure of faith  Romans 12:3

The Divine Metric
Measure – I told you Paul was difficult!  Now you will see just how difficult he really is.  When you read this verse, what do you think it means?  Do you think that Paul is saying that God gives you some amount of faith, like a storekeeper who sells you one pound of roast beef?  Do you imagine that God pours a certain quantity of faith into you and bottles you up for further use?  That’s what this verse looks like it says, but that’s not correct.  The translation sends us in the wrong direction.  It ignores that whole context of faith by forcing faith into a Greek mold.  It violates the first principle of biblical interpretation: the Bible does not contradict itself.  And in the Bible, faith is not a thing; it is an active relationship of trust.  Try bottling that!  Impossible!

If we knew the Greek word here (metron), we would immediately know that Paul is not talking about quantity.  He is talking about the measuring tool.  Metron is not an amount.  It is the thing we use to measure an amount.  It is the standard of measurement.  That’s what God gives.  To every believer, God supplies the perfect standard for measuring our dependence and trust in Him.  God gives you the ability to determine how you are doing.  He makes it possible for you to judge your relationship with Him so that you know your devotion to Him precisely.  Just compare it to the standard.  You don’t have to be confused.  You don’t have to guess.  God makes sure that you are able to know.  Praise His name!  Some things are for certain.  

What is the measuring standard?  It is faith.  Wait a minute.  Didn’t we just say that faith is not a quantity distributed like honey in a bottle?  Yes, that’s right.  Faith is the Hebrew equivalent of trustworthiness and dependability and truth.  God gives us the measuring stick of faith – His trustworthiness, His reliability and His truth.  It is not something we can store in a bottle.  It is His active benevolence toward us.

So, God has given to every believer (not just the “important” ones) a metron of faith, a measuring stick of what is good, fitted and fulfilled.  This is critically important because it means that the gifts given for the edification of the body (the next thing in Paul’s argument) do not and cannot come from you and me.  These gifts depend entirely on God’s gracious giving.  He allots them to everyone.  No one is exempt.  No one is excused.  God gives.  You receive.  What you do with the gift God has given is measured by the standard of faith, that is, by the standard of trustworthiness, reliability and truth.  The gifts are tied to this measuring stick just as weight is tied to a scale.  

“OK, I get it, I think.  What you are saying is that faith is demonstrated in how I act, how I exercise the gift God has given.  God provides me with a standard and turns me loose to go for it with what He has given me.  I see that faith is not something I can keep in my pocket.  It only shows up when I am operating the way God intends.  I get that much, but how does this change things?”

Here it comes.  When I am living within the arena of the gift God has given me, I will discover His standard.  I will become the manifestation of His will.  I will experience good, fitted and fulfilled.  I will know what He wants me to do, and I will find that doing it is exactly what I want.  My “faith” will become my reality because I will delight God and bless others.  I will manifest who I was born to be.

The next step in Paul’s argument cannot be accomplished until we realize what he has been saying in these last few verses.  We need to re-read, supplying the missing elements of the translated text so that we can appreciate what comes next.  What comes next is the glorious interdependence of all the gifts orchestrated by God for the completion of the Body.  But first we need to understand what Paul is saying right here.

Topical Index:  Transformation

August 27   For just as we have many members in one body and all the members do not have the same function, so we, who are many, are one body in Christ  Romans 12:4-5
Summing Up

For – If we’ve learned anything about Paul, it has to be this:  he loves to draw conclusions.  Paul always seems to move from one point to the next as though he were a lawyer making a case.  So, when we read his letters, we must never skip over the connecting words.  It is unfortunate that the Greek connector gar is often left out of the translation (especially in the NIV).  Gar tells us that everything Paul said up to this point is now coming to a conclusion.  This is not a new, disconnected thought.  This is the summary.

Let’s review.  In the previous verses, Paul makes the point that we are living sacrifices.  As a result, we are not to be molded by this age.  We are to be transformed by thinking God’s thoughts after Him.  In doing so, we become the living examples of God’s will.  We see His handiwork in and through our lives.  The first thing we must conquer in this transformation is the natural desire to regard ourselves as important.  That is insanity (for a lot of good reasons).  The sane approach to life (the right mind) is to submit to the God of all creation and let Him run the show.  He provides each one of us with the correct standard for measuring our relationship with Him.  

THEREFORE, we are to function just like a body.  Each one of us must exercise what God has given to us individually so that the entire body (the community) will be in alignment with God’s purposes.  No one is excluded and no one is more important than another.  Everyone has a role to play.  That role is not whatever each one imagines the part to be.  It is what God allots and assigns to each person.  Since God is directing this human orchestra, He determines the score and the instruments.  He knows exactly what you and I were designed to be.  When we play according to God’s design, we not only find ourselves perfectly fitted to the task, we delight God and benefit others at the same time.  That is the overall plan.

I am quite sure you have heard all this before.  It is common parlance in Christian circles.  But what you might not have realized is that Paul is arguing that if you are not participating in the community exactly as God designed you, you are frustrating His intention, compromising the performance of the community and corrupting yourself.  You are like the foot that wants to be the hand.  You are trying to drive with your feet.  It can be done, but feet weren’t designed to do that kind of work.  THEREFORE, if you don’t know exactly how God has designed you to function optimally in the world, you cannot help but experience discouragement and disappointment.  When we aren’t doing what God designed us to do, we don’t have joy at work.  We don’t experience avodah, that wonderful Hebrew concept that work and worship are the same thing.  

There’s more to come on this subject.  Paul does not leave us wondering who we were born to be.  But it starts right here, with this word gar.  The transforming process is designed to push you to the place where you ask, “Who am I supposed to be?”  Are you there yet?

Topical Index:  Transformation
August 28 For just as we have many members in one body and all the members do not have the same function, so we, who are many, are one body in Christ  Romans 12:4-5

94 Percent
Just As – The exclamation point comes first.  In the Greek text, this word (kathaper) is the first word in the sentence.  We change the word order in translation, but we shouldn’t miss Paul’s emphasis.  Sixteen of the seventeen occurrences of this word are in Paul’s letters (94%).  He uses it when he really wants to draw attention to the connection between two thoughts.  So, although he says “therefore,” he first says kathaper so his readers won’t have any doubt about the relationship between God’s measuring stick and God’s gifts.  We shouldn’t miss the point either.  The appropriate measuring stick of trust in God with regard to the exercise of the gift He gives each of us is His measuring stick, not ours.  We can use the gift for all kinds of purposes.  After all, it is a gift given to us at birth.  It is the way we are designed.  But the only measuring stick of the appropriate use of the gift is God’s determination about how we should use the gift.  Anything else is misuse or abuse.  You and I might think we are being successful or creative or productive, but it’s a sham.  If we don’t use the gift the way God intended it to be used, we lose.  That’s why Paul wants us to underline the connection to the body metaphor.  If you don’t use your arms or legs for what they were designed to do, they are not optimally productive.  You could walk on your hands, but doing so causes other problems for the body.  In exactly the same way, not using the gift God has given you in the way God wants it used will cause other problems for the corporate body.  

Let’s use a real example.  A person I know has been given the gift of penetrating understanding and the ability to unpack and proclaim deeper meanings.  This gift is called nevuah (we’ll examine this later).  He is able to see where things are going before others have a clue.  He can quickly grasp the essence of a problem and reveal its solution.  In this regard, he understands more than most.  Used according to God’s measuring stick, this gift is a powerful addition to the edification of the community.  It brings clarity and depth, glorifying God by pointing the out the Way.  But it is always possible to use the same gift in another direction.  Seeing where things are going is a very useful tool when it comes to scheming.  This person has used the gift to manipulate others, guiding them toward certain personally advantageous conclusions while they were unaware of his objectives.   The same gift can be used to circumvent the law by finding all the loopholes.  Without a divine measuring stick, a person with this gift can be seductively crafty.  I know.  Gratefully, God forgives.

Examples like this must have been on Paul’s mind when he chose the word kathaper.  It’s not enough to have only the logical conclusion to Paul’s argument.  Like every good rabbi, Paul is interested in a change in behavior.  He wants us to see that the appropriate use of these gifts comes from deep humility and submission to God.  There is no other way to use them for the Kingdom.

As we will discover, each gift depends on and benefits all the others.  None stands alone.  That means that when it comes to the exercise of the gifts in God’s community, there is no hierarchy.  There are no professionals, no staff, no senior positions.  Those are the inventions of men designed to prop up our need for control.  But the exercise of gifts cuts right across such scaffolding.  There is only one head – Yeshua – and He orchestrates all the other functions as He sees fit.  Hands and feet, ears and eyes, mouth and nose are all equally, necessary equally able – and equally treacherous if misused.  

The only remaining question is this: Are you using your gift as you should?

Topical Index:  Transformation
August 29  “For I know the plans that I have for you,” declares YHWH, “plans for welfare and not calamity to give you a future and a hope.”  Jeremiah 29:11

Hebrew Yardsticks

Hope - Did you know that this famous passage in Jeremiah is connected to Paul’s remarks about transformation in Romans 12?  Probably not.  When we read this verse, we don’t think like a rabbi.  We think like good Greek Christians.  We imagine that God has a special plan for us; a plan that will prosper us in the future.  Because we want to be prosperous, we hope that what God says is true.  So, we wait for our ship to come in.  With that kind of interpretation, we might as well be waiting for a ship in the middle of the desert.

Rabbi Paul saw a different connection.  The Hebrew word for hope in this verse is tiqwah.  It is not the usual word for “hope.”   Fifty times in the Old Testament, the word for “hope” is qawah.  It is the picture of what comes from being nailed down over the horizon; something assured in the future.  That makes sense, but tiqwah is a little different.  It has some peculiar characteristics that parallel Paul’s comments in Romans.  You see, there are two roots spelled exactly the same way (T-Q-W).  One of these roots is connected to qawah but the other is connected to qaw, and the word tiqwah that is connected to qaw doesn’t mean something that is nailed down in the future.  It means a measuring line.  It’s used in Isaiah, 2 Kings and the Psalms to describe a standard of measurement.  Here’s the critical piece of detective information.  This word is translated in Greek as metron.  

Do you remember our examination of the “measure of faith” that God gives every person (Romans 12:3 on August 25)?  Don’t you think that Paul knew that the Hebrew word for his choice of metron was tiqwah?  Don’t you suppose that Paul also knew that tiqwah had two different meanings depending on the context?  Is it possible that Paul used the fact that tiqwah meant both “hope” and “measure” to provide a subtle reminder to his Greek/Hebrew audience that God’s standard is directly tied to the hope that God gives?  Don’t you think that maybe this all points to Yeshua?

Just think about it for a moment.  It’s no accident that Paul chooses metron to describe the measure of faith.  Remember that this implies that God provides a measuring standard, not that God supplies a quantity of faith.  Now, if tiqwah is the same as metron, then wouldn’t the reader who knew Hebrew also realize that the same word speaks about what is nailed beyond our horizon?  Doesn’t this suggest, at least a little bit, that God’s measuring standard and God’s provision of hope are both tied to something beyond our vantage point?  So, when Jeremiah uses tiqwah as the word for “hope,” he not only speaks of completely human expectations for this life; he also gives us a glimpse of something beyond us.  And Paul tells us that if we really want to exercise the gift that God gives, we must do so according to that standard that lies beyond our horizon; a standard that is exemplified in the death and resurrection of Yeshua.

It’s not quite enough to have great plans for life here and now.  God’s plans don’t stop when the lights go out.  God’s standard is set in eternity, not in the present realm of redemptive actions.  If we want to use most productively what God gives, we will set our sights on eternal measures.  This is something we can take with us.  And that gives us hope.

Topical Index:  Transformation

August 30 For just as we have many members in one body and all the members do not have the same function, so we, who are many, are one body in Christ   Romans 12:4-5

Application Sermon

Function – Even in Greek it’s hard to miss the implication here.  The Greek word is praxis.  The implication is that each member of our physical body – and consequently, each member of the body of the congregation – has a practical use.  Paul is getting ready to outline the gifts given by God, but the first thing he wants us to understand is that these gifts have no value if they are not used.  They are not like nicely wrapped presents sitting on the shelf.  You can’t store them away for another time.  These gifts are just like the parts of the body.  Use them or lose them.  

Praxis implies something else that is vitally important for our understanding of the congregational body.  A gift is not a position in the hierarchy.  Men and women are not gifted to be pastors or budget directors or choir leaders or deacons.  They may play those roles, but those roles are not the kind of gifts Paul has in mind.  The gifts are far more elemental and therefore, far more versatile.  Our culture has a tendency to think of professional clergy as “gifted” for the task, but this is not what Paul is talking about, as we will see.  What Paul is talking about is the practical outcome that the gift exhibits as it is used for the benefit of others.  If an arm doesn’t do any lifting, it’s not of much use.  The same is true with these gifts.  Until they are used according to God’s purposes, they don’t really amount to much.  

Here’s the practical application.  Since everyone has a gift given by God, no one should be a passive member of the body.  Can you imagine your own body where most of the organs just sit around waiting for a few to do all the work?  You would die.  So, by the way, does the church when most of the congregation turns over the full functioning of the “body” to a few of the more visible members or the paid professional staff.  That is not what God planned.  A church with a lot of pew-sitters is boring and ready for the grave.  And a church staff that does not actively encourage the gift exercise of all of the members is responsible for the boredom and the tombstone.  In a healthy body, every cell gets in the action.  In a healthy church, every member is operating his or her gift for the benefit of all.

Now a word of caution.  Don’t run off to do a “spiritual gifts assessment” and think that you have captured Paul’s intent.  Paul is not talking about “spiritual” gifts (again, as we will see).  He is talking about the way each human being is wired from birth to be an active participant in God’s full picture.  Paul is also not talking about particular roles in the church (like deacon or elder).  Paul’s argument here is not about hierarchy.  It’s about a flat community where everyone is edifying everyone and all are dependent on all.  Paul is being immanently practical.  He is talking about praxis, what each person contributes according to the gift given.

A woman I know said something outstanding.  It’s a wake up call to all of us.  “God is not boring.  So, why is my church?”  Paul is about to give us the answer.  It starts with realizing that boredom comes from body parts that are asleep.

What about you?  Are you alive with your gift, or is your gift sleeping in the back row?

Topical Index:  Transformation

August 31  so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others.  Romans 12:5 (NIV)
Hands and Feet

To All The Others -  Can you see what Paul does not say?  Paul is comparing the congregation of the faithful to the physical body.  He says that the various members of a physical body all belong to the one body.  All the members are important to that one body.  But when he applies this analogy to the congregation, he does not say that each person in the congregation belongs to the one “body” of the congregation.  He says that each person in the congregation belongs to all the other people in the congregation.   Unless there are other gift-operating people in the assembly, there is no “body” to belong to.  The body is not something independent from the praxis of God-given gifts.  You do not join a building or a denomination.  You are grafted into a living, gift-operating, mutually interdependent assembly of followers.  If you joined anything less than that, you just have a club membership that sometimes requires dues.  God designed the church to work and every single person in the church is designed to work within that congregation.  If church is boring, it’s probably because it isn’t working the way God intended.

Two important factors emerge.  First, the only reason that this “body” exists at all is because each member of the body has a direct connection with Yeshua and a direct, secondary connection with every other follower of Yeshua.  That’s what it means to be “in Christ.”  We are in Christ insofar as we are participants in a life-giving relationship with Him and because of that relationship, we are connected with each other.  That’s why the “church” is a lot smaller than the audience that sits in the pews on Sunday.  The real church is vitally connected to Yeshua and demonstrates that connection by the love each member has for one another.  There are no strangers in this congregation (in spite of the current fad of mega-somethings).  The entire assembly is vitally connected – to Him and to each other.  

Secondly, everyone brings something crucial to the table.  There are no “professionals” when it comes to relationship with Christ and love for each other.  The professional hierarchy is a man-made instrument for control of the “body”.  There is only one head of the church and His name is Yeshua.  The greatest threat to our version of church is allowing Yeshua to actually take over and be the Lord of the House.  That means letting go of the controls – something we are terrified to do because we do not trust Him.  Shame on us!  Imagine what “church” would be like if it were the place where you were honored for your gift, encouraged to use it and embraced because of it.  Imagine what would happen if you were surrounded by others who thrived when you were operating at 100% maximum productivity.  Imagine how exciting it would be to belong to a community that was blessed by all that you did and that blessed you in return.  That is church the way God intended!  The great tragedy of modern ecclesiology is the separation of members from their gifts.  This heresy leads directly to withering of the body.  We all pay the price.  The church is ineffective in its ministry and its testimony primarily because it does not revel in God’s gifts to people.  Where God reigns in freedom, the contemporary “church” just pulls on the reigns.  It’s time to break loose.  There are no strangers in God’s house and that includes you!  If you are not honored and loved for the way God made you, find an assembly where you are and go to work.

Topical Index:  Transformation

September 1  We have different gifts, according to the grace given us. (NIV)  Romans 12:6

Working DNA

Given – Take three steps backward.  Verse 3 uses the phrase, “according to the measure of faith God has given you.”  That previous verse sets the stage for this one.  Remember that the measure (metron) is not a quantity but rather a yardstick.   God gives the standard.  You use it.  Now Paul says that God gives something else – a gift – a charisma.  God gives.  You use.  You don’t get a choice about which gift you are given, just as you don’t get a choice about the measuring standard.  God sets the bar and delivers the equipment.  Your job is to put it to use.

If we read this verse in Greek, we might see the emphasis more clearly.  You see, the translation “we have different gifts,” is not really in the Greek text.  In the Greek, there is only the word “having.”  Literally, the text says, “having differing gifts according to the grace.”  Why is this important?  Because it further emphasizes the source – the Giver – and the purpose rather than the actual expression of the gift.  Furthermore, in its literal reading, the words are more likely to be a command.  “Having differing gifts, do something with them!” is the sense of it.

Notice that there are a lot of gifts.  God is not boring.  He doesn’t want us all to be the same.  Variety is the spice of life in His house too.  One more thing.  These gifts are the direct result of His grace.  You don’t earn them.  You can’t acquire them.  You can’t go off to a training class to receive them.  They aren’t on the “pick and choose” menu of church services.  You won’t find them on the various committees’ needs lists.  God hands them out as He sees fit.  They are wired into you.  Your gift is your personal expression DNA.  You were born with it, whether you know it or not.  You can’t change it and you can’t erase it.  The only thing you can do is 1) ignore it (although it will show up anyway) 2) use it for yourself (misuse or abuse) or 3) use it as God intended (for the benefit of others).  

Paul makes this pretty clear with his choice of the Greek verb didomi.  The verb focuses on the freely given nature of the gift, a gift that is given for the benefit of another.  But didomi also carries the idea of entrusting something to someone, of causing something to come forth and of granting permission.  All of these nuances are present in Paul’s expression.  God gives freely.  He asks no payment or contractual obligation.  What is given is entrusted to us.  It causes our divine design to come forth and it is the permission granted to us to exercise His will through our hands and feet.  The gifts are God’s signature in us so that we can truly be His regents in the world.

Here’s a tip.  If you’re going to be a living sacrifice, then you must know and use the gift God has given you.  Why?  Because using the gift is the proper expression of sacrifice.  Life is not supposed to be trial and error.  The trial and error method of determining who you were meant to be is mostly trials and errors.  God doesn’t give gifts secretly.  He wants you to know how you were designed and what you are supposed to do in His Kingdom.  He built you for a purpose.  Unfortunately, when we stop listening before we start acting, we jump right into the trial and error method.  We get so immersed in the wrong stuff that we can’t think our way out (not surprisingly, since that would be a Greek way of looking at things).  So, if you want to really know and use your God-given expression DNA, you have to get back to the original design.  That’s what Paul is trying to tell us, and he’s about to let it all loose.  

Why does he take so long to get around to the insights we need in order to act as living sacrifices?  Because Paul knows that if we only appropriate the “gift” for our use, we will have missed the crucial elements.  Therefore, he takes his time to tell us that 1) the gift you have is best used in service to God and others; 2) it’s nothing you acquired for yourself; 3) its real potential is measured by God’s standard; 4) it’s designed to fit perfectly into community; 5) it can’t do what God wants it to do and what’s best for you if it is not put into service for others.  Now we’re ready to discover what’s been there all the time.  

Topical Index:  Transformation
September 2  We have different gifts, according to the grace given us. (NIV)  Romans 12:6

Party Time

Gifts - Paul introduces the subject of gifts with the word charismata.  The Greek text does not designate these as spiritual gifts.  Church doctrine often views this word as though it is confined to the spiritual realm, but that is an extension and addition to the original thought.  Paul notes only that these are gifts of grace given by God.  There is no suggestion that they are uniquely limited to the operations of the church.  They are for everyone who bears God’s image.

Charismata is part of a Greek family of words that come from the concept of joy.  Chairo, chara, charis and others provide us with translations such as rejoice, joy, grace, give freely, bestow and thanksgiving.  Gadamer captures the essential impact of this group when he says, "Joy is not just a state or feeling but a way of making the world manifest.  Joy is determined by the discovery of being in its joyousness." In other words, joy is not simply an emotional experience.  The Greek background demonstrates that the word group surrounding "joy" is about actions that reveal the divine character of the world.  What has been hidden is brought to light when men and women exercise the gifts given to them.  They "manifest" the world in the process of their own fulfillment.  There is a direct connect between my exercising my gift and revealing God’s glory in the world.  This is why the Hebrew word for work is also the word for worship.

Alignment with the will of the Creator brings about a joyful experience of usefulness.  God gifted His creation with the means to experience this divine symphony.  Charismata are the inherent intentional unique gifts given to each individual in such a way that their expression reflects the joyful celebration of God's harmony in creation.  Charismata are God's way of providing each human being with a means for revealing and reveling in the cosmic design.  They are not acquired by training, not gained by study and not birthed by skills.  They are gifted to us because they are expressions of God's joy through us.

Therefore, the first corrective action necessary to understand the larger and deeper picture is to see that joy lies behind these gifts and that joy is the intended experience when these gifts are put to use.  Joy is the celebration of existence within the cosmic design.  It is just as potent in the field as it is in the foyer.

What Paul's vocabulary suggests is that God grants expressions of His joy in the form of natural gifts.  These expressions are the capacities for joyful alignment with the Creator that are designed into your uniqueness.  We would call them talents.  We recognize the individuality of these talents when we acknowledge them in the world of art, music and sports, but we overlook their place in the rest of life's activities.  A natural leader is exercising just as much of the joyful expression of a gift as is an athlete or musician.  When it comes to greatness, it is usually about talent, not skill.  When it comes to expressing what you were born to be, joy must accompany your manifestation of the world.

Does your work give you joy?  Do you experience delight in the way that you manifest the world through what you do?  If you could not answer immediately with a resounding "Yes!", then perhaps you are not operating the intentional charisma gifted to you.  Work without joy is labor, not harmony.

Here’s the critical question for daily application.  Are you joyful?  Is your life filled with rejoicing as you express the gift God has given you?  Are you a delight to God and blessing to others?  Recent surveys tell us that 70% of working people hate their jobs.  That is certainly not joy.  It means that they are not expressing the gift God put in them at birth.  If you’re among that 70%, it’s time to find another way.  The Bible does not portray life with God as drudgery.  It portrays life with God as celebration.  Are you ready to join the party?

Topical Index:  Transformation

September 3  “Can a virgin forget her ornaments, or a bride her attire?  Yet My people have forgotten Me, days without number.”  Jeremiah 2:32
Biting The Hand

Forgotten – If you look up the definition of “forget” even in a Hebrew dictionary, you are likely to read something about the loss of memory.  Yes, that’s true.  “Forget” does mean something no longer remembered.  But this definition is very Greek.  It’s located in the mind.  It’s a cognitive aberration.  If we look at the Hebrew pictogram, we see a very different story.  We see something hidden but very important.  Forgetting is not simply mental.  The picture tells us why.

The Hebrew verb here is sakah.  There are some very interesting things about this verb that we need to know.  First, it has no etymological connections to other Semitic languages.  That is quite unusual.  It means that this is a word that is originally Hebrew.  It was created to fit the Hebrew view of the world.  Let that sink in a bit.  Something is happening here that is not like the surrounding cultures.
Secondly, there are a number of Hebrew words associated with sakah.  These include “not remember (a different idea than forget, by the way), not know, not see and deny”.  While some of these might be considered strictly cognitive, it’s not hard to see that some are very much behavioral (like deny).  Hebrew is a language of action, not mental construct.  If we are going to understand the deep meaning of sakah, we will have to look at its behavioral component.  

OK, let’s look at the pictogram.  The consonants Shin-Kaf-Hey paint the picture “what comes from destroying the open palm.”  Did you get that?  To forget is to destroy God’s gracious provision.  Suddenly the passage in Deuteronomy slams into place.  “Then your heart will become proud and you will forget YHWH your God who brought you out from the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.”  Why will the people forget?  Because they have been blessed.  They have been fed.  They have been cared for.  They have prospered.  They do not forget when they suffer reproach, persecution or tribulation.  They forget when times are good.  They forget that the only reason they enjoy the benefits of life is because God gave them those benefits.  Forgetting is biting the hand that feeds you!

Now you can appreciate just how Greek our definition of forgetting really is.  We have shifted the concept from the action of ignoring, denying and deliberately pushing aside God’s role in our success toward a purely mental dysfunction.  We think of forgetting as if it were simply a matter of brain matter mistakes.  But the Hebrew picture shows us something entirely different.  Forgetting is walking out on God.  Ultimately, it has nothing to do with my mental acumen.  It is about my behavior.  I forget when I refuse to acknowledge my dependence and God’s grace, no matter how sharp my memory.

Can you forget God?  You certainly can!  Every time you think that by your own hand you have arrived at this place in life, you forget God.  Now is a good time to remember – and remembering is associated with another Hebrew word – repenting.

Topical Index:  Sovereignty

September 4  “Return, O faithless sons,” declares YHWH; “For I am a master to you, and I will take you one from a city and two from a family, and I will bring you to Zion.”  Jeremiah 3:14

Demolition Work

Return/Faithless – God is in the destruction business.  Yes, I know.  We often think of God as the One who creates good, who lifts up the downtrodden and who cares for His own.  All that is true, but it ignores the other side of the coin – a side which is obscured in our translations.  Once we see what the Hebrew word shuv is all about, we will be much more cautious in our approach to the Holy One of Israel.  Things aren’t as easy as they seem.

You won’t recognize the pattern in translation, but in Hebrew these two words, “return” and “faithless,” come from the same root shuv.  In fact, Jeremiah has more than a dozen variations of this word.  It is the same word that means “repent.”  To repent is to turn back to God.  To be faithless is to refuse to turn back to God.  Literally, this verse says, “Turn back, O sons who refuse to turn back.”  Repent, you who remain unrepentant.  Jeremiah’s play on words underlines the thought in Hebrew.  Shuv is critical to our understanding of God.

So, why don’t these sons return?  A deeper examination of the concept of shuv reveals the answer.  Shuv is a word about destruction.  Yes, that’s right.  You thought that “repent” meant excusing your behavior, overlooking your mistakes and welcoming you into the Kingdom.  That’s the typical kind of mythology we often hear.  But that’s not what shuv implies.  This word means “to destroy the house.”  In other words, repentance literally means to demolish everything that used to be part of where I lived, to knock it all down, smash it to dust – and walk away.  Repent means leaving nothing behind.  Unless we realize that repentance is total destruction of the past, we will not return to God.  We will become conditional believers, those who keep just a little of the past life in case it doesn’t work out.  As far as God is concerned, leaving something behind just in case is faithlessness.  Why don’t these sons return?  Because they don’t want to give it all up, that’s why.  And because they don’t want to destroy their past, they are not fit for the Kingdom.  Without demolition work, God can’t rebuild.

Bonhoeffer called it “cheap grace.”  It’s the idea that I can believe without using ego-dynamite.  It’s the heresy of the carnal Christian, a convenient fiction created by Louis Sperry Chafer early in the last century.  God requires destruction.  What goes on the altar is burned to ashes.  What passes through the water dies.  What crosses the wilderness expires.  God is not interested in anything you bring to the table.  It’s all tainted.  It’s all compromised.  When the church preaches forgiveness without demolition, it doesn’t do anyone a favor.  Forgiveness comes at a great price to God.  Can we imagine that God will dispense it like a loss leader in a supermarket sale?

“Return, O faithless sons,” is serious business.  It’s a serious call from God to abandon our egocentric living.  It’s a serious condemnation if we try to hang on to just a bit here and there.  Shuv has teeth.  

Topical Index:  Repentance

September 5  “Look among the nations!  Observe! Be astonished!  Wonder!  Because I am doing something in your days – You would not believe if you were told,”  Habakkuk 1:5
Headline News

Be Astonished! -  Perhaps CNN needs to hire Habakkuk.  Take a few minutes to read the opening verses of this often neglected prophet and you will discover a story as relevant as today’s evening news.  In fact, Habakkuk’s report would carry the headlines.  And the opening word would be tamah.  

What we don’t see in our translations is that Habakkuk doubles the word tamah.  The text literally reads, vehi-tamhu temahu (be astonished and again astonished).  Why does Habakkuk proclaim that what he is going to say will seem impossible?  Why does he announce that no one will believe him?  Because God is about to overthrow Israel by using an enemy who appears to be utterly opposed to God.  Six hundred years before the birth of Yeshua, the Chaldean army swept through the land, subjugating proud and apostate Israel.  Habakkuk told the people what God was going to do, but they scoffed.  They believed that God would never let them be overrun by a pagan and idolatrous people.  They were very much mistaken.

Notice the description that Habakkuk gives of the coming conquerors.  They are bitter and rash.  They are terrible and fearful.  They believe in their own destiny and glorify themselves.  They treat their enemies like prey.  They will come in violence; their faces set for no retreat.  They will take many captive.  They will scoff at the leaders of other nations and scorn the protection of other nations.  They will transgress God’s law and will be guilty but they will claim that their power comes from their own god.  They are the epitome of all that God despises, yet He will use them to bring His own to repentance.

I am no Habakkuk, but this sounds awfully familiar, don’t you think?  No one believes that Islam will conquer the world with its gospel of hate.  No one imagines that God will let such a violent and immoral religion sweep away all in its path, especially the great and godly nation of America.  If Habakkuk were on CNN, we would call him crazy.  But God is quite capable of using the evil empires of men to bring about the repentance and redemption of His own.  He has done it before.  I see no reason why He would not do it again.

Our nation and the nations that rose from the march of Christianity across Europe and the Americas have certainly spurned God.  My friend, Barry Jenkins, has written a book about God abandoning America.  Don’t be too shocked.  Yes, there are still those who follow the Way.  There has always been and always will be a remnant because God will insure it.  But the nations are lost.  Even a cursory review of the moral, political and judicial conditions of the “Christian” nations clearly demonstrates nearly ubiquitous apostasy.  If you turn on the nightly news and you see Habakkuk, don’t be surprised.  God is still the God of history and He still does what He wishes, especially when that means taking down the arrogant but idolatrous proud.

Topical Index:  Repentance
September 6  From the sacrifice of the peace offerings he shall present an offering by fire to YHWH  Leviticus 3:3

Anti-chaotic

Peace Offerings – “Peace on earth.”  Isn’t that what we want?  The consistent cry of the nations is “Peace!”  But, of course, there is no peace because we have forgotten that the declaration of peace does not begin here, on earth.  It begins in heaven.  God declares peace on earth.  That means, quite simply, that God is no longer at odds with us.  That does not mean we have given up the fight.  The war is over, but most men still wage a battle.

Christians love the idea of peace.  They invoke Paul’s declaration, “Therefore, having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Yeshua Messiah” (Romans 5:1).  But most of us don’t really grasp what Paul is saying either.  We read something about faith and justification and we think that our faith produced the peace.  We did something meritorious.  We accepted Jesus as Savior and so we have peace.  We might claim sola fide but we certainly act as though our efforts were part of the victory.  We have forgotten that Paul is Jewish.  In order to grasp the idea of peace, we must go back to Leviticus.

The Hebrew word here is shelem.  You will easily see that it is related to shalom.   Many words come from the same root (S-L-M) like peace, thanksgiving, safe, complete, whole and undivided.  What’s important here is the fact that a peace offering was voluntary.  It was offered to God as thanksgiving.  It was not required.  It was voluntary gratitude for God’s benevolence.  

The Hebrew picture of peace is strikingly different than the Greek picture.  For the Greeks, peace was that temporary state of tranquility between battles.  In other words, the Greeks pictured life in the world as a war and peace was defined as the absence of war.  It was not the usual state of affairs.  How could it be if the world was a place of risk and fate and men had to claw their way toward significance?  The Hebrew idea is upside-down.  Peace is the picture of the destruction of the authority of chaos.  That can only mean one thing:  God rules.  Since Genesis 1 establishes God’s perfect order over chaos, peace is the intended and normal state of the world.  It is only possible when those who seek their own authority submit to God’s rule.  Until the pretenders to power over chaos repent, there will be no peace.  Peace is a gift from God, plain and simple.  Even the peace offering recognizes this when the offering comes from gratitude, not demand.  Peace is God’s plan.  If we want to experience it, we have to start where it begins – with Him.

Paul has this in mind when he says that Yeshua volunteered Himself to reconcile us with the Father.  He is the perfect peace offering, unblemished, obedient and submissive.  He brings peace; a peace that we might share.  The Leviticus peace offering points directly to Yeshua, as the volunteer destroyer of the authority of chaos.  However, the peace offering is consumed in the process.  In order to destroy the grip of chaos over life, the offering is substituted – and destroyed.   This is the only way.  A world that thinks peace is achieved by negotiation or force is practicing insanity and perpetrating chaos.  God’s solution is the only solution.  If that were not so, Yeshua would never have had to die.  Do you want peace?  Are you ready to offer yourself in order to bring peace to another?

Topical Index:  Peace 
September 7  For the law was given by Moses but grace and truth came by Jesus Christ.  (KJV) John 1:17

Theological Propaganda

But – You won’t find the Greek word for this translation in Today’s Word index because there is no Greek word in the original text.  The translation adds the word “but” to the sentence.  That little addition changes everything.  It’s not a slip.  It’s deliberate.  And it’s deliberate propaganda!

About a month ago I got a letter from Boaz Michael.  He mentioned this verse in his letter, pointing out that the addition of “but” created a terrible tragedy for believers.  It is the tragedy of thinking that law and grace are opposed to each other; that Moses and Jesus don’t say the same thing.  When the translators added “but” to the sentence, they implied that Christians and Jews have different gospels.  They separated believers into two camps; those who lived under the Mosaic code and those who lived under the free grace of the Gospels.  What a disaster for all of us!  It’s hard to imagine that men took such steps to break the Word of God in two, but they did.  They wanted an unbridgeable gap between the Older Testament and the Newer Testament, and for hundreds of years they have succeeded, convincing millions of God-fearing, humble followers that Jesus did not teach what Moses was given.  All those followers struggled to find a clear path of obedience.  Some succeeded.  Many did not.  God always uses what we are able to give, but we certainly made it much harder by believing what the “professionals” told us rather than looking for ourselves.  They got away with theological murder – and we let them.

The first principle of biblical interpretation is this:  God does not contradict Himself.  If He tells Moses that there are certain steps to be taken in obedience to Him that will insure our greatest usefulness in His purposes, you can be assured that Jesus did not say something different.  This is even more that case when we realize and profess that Jesus is God.  When it comes to salvation, God has not changed His mind.  Salvation is by grace and grace alone.  That was true for Moses and it’s true for us.  That is exactly what Jesus taught.  But usefulness comes through obedience and obedience is determined by a code of conduct revealed to Moses and endorsed by Jesus.  That has also always been the case.  Don’t let any translator slip that one past you.  You do not serve two gods.  You serve only One God and He is the same yesterday, today and tomorrow.

I know that many of us struggle with this truth.  We have been hearing the gospel of grace and the evils of the Law so long that we are convinced that Jesus was a radical revisionary.  Please look again.  You have nothing to lose by asking yourself exactly what Jesus taught about the Mosaic code of conduct, but you have a great deal to lose if you just go on thinking that none of the “Law” applies to you.  Don’t become a “yes-man” just because your favorite translation adds a word here or there.  Insist on truth.  Demand that those who know tell you what words are really in the text and what words aren’t.  Pray that God will lead to you someone who will help you know what He said.  God listens to those kinds of prayers.  I know because I was blind myself before He heard my cry.  This is a journey and we are traveling together.  Just hold on to the one who is a step in front of you and ask a lot of questions.

Topical Index:  Biblical Interpretation

September 8  These are the ones setting themselves apart, animal-like ones, not having the Spirit.  Jude 19

Human Reduction

Animal-like Ones – What happens when men and women continue to resist God?  Most would say that they will perish in their sin.  That’s true, but that puts the focus on the end of their lives.  Jude offers an additional perspective.  Human beings who refuse to submit to God’s authority slide down another path.  That path leads them away from human existence toward their connection to the animal world.  Jude mentions it twice in his little letter.  Those who live without the Spirit are alive, but they cease to be human.  Without God, animated bodies are only animals.

This is evolution upside-down.  Darwin and company would like us to believe that we began as the lowest form of animal life and have progressed to a state of evolved magnificence.  The Bible actually teaches exactly the opposite.  We began as close to God as possible, only a breath away from His image, and we have been de-volving ever since.  Even in this world, if we continue on this trajectory, we become animals.  The conclusion is obvious.  To be human is to be filled with the Spirit.  Anything else is simply animal existence.

Jude uses a very interesting word to describe this fact.  The Greek word is psychikoi.  This word is found in Paul and James where it carries the idea of what is animate and earthly, sometimes even ungodly.  Paul describes unbelievers with this word.  While being an unbeliever means being guilty, it does not necessarily imply a reduction in humanness.  For Paul, psychikos is the “natural” man.  Not so with Jude.  Jude carries the implication a step further.  Those who separate themselves from God through their own desires and pride are one step closer to being beasts, not humans.  In fact, Jude says that these creatures are “like animals – without reason” (verse 10).  The indictment is severe.  Unless we are connected with the Spirit, we are truly lost, both here and in the world to come.

Perhaps this helps explain the kind of actions we see in the world today.  We are appalled at human atrocities, but we are only shocked because we expect something more from human beings.  We don’t expect them to act as beasts.  Nevertheless, they do.  From Jude’s perspective, it makes perfect sense.  Those who are without the Spirit are already on the way to animal existence.  Why should we be surprised when we see them act like beasts?

We often think that the reason we need to present the gospel to the lost is provide them with the opportunity to accept God’s grace and salvation.  For most of us, this means assurance of heaven.  Jude calls us to see a more immediate issue.  God’s grace allows us to be human.  God rescues me right now from the hopeless slide into animal behavior.  Yes, heaven will be wonderful, but that is not the most immediate concern.  The most immediate concern is to reverse the inevitable de-volution of my humanity.  I need God’s grace in order to be a human being.  Every redeemed addict will vouch for this.  Every believer must be aware of this.  Salvation is a lot more than “by-and-by.”  It is the only stop on the upside-down Darwinian slope.  That’s a message worth repeating.

Topical Index:  Human Being

September 9  “Every branch in Me not bearing fruit He takes it away; and each one bearing fruit He prunes so that it may bear more fruit”    John 15:2

The Cost of Discipleship

Takes Away – If it weren’t for the promise of the help of the Spirit, following the Lord would be unavoidably discouraging.  Just think about what Yeshua says in this verse.  If we don’t bear fruit, the Father will take us away.  That’s harsh.  There’s no slippage in this statement.  There’s no “carnal” Christian waffling where we sort of do what God wants and sort of do our own thing.  If we don’t bear fruit, we’re gone.  I don’t know about you, but I find this verse terrifying in its simplicity.  It’s a very good thing that God demonstrates incredible patience with us; otherwise I just don’t see how we could make it.

When John uses the verb airo, meaning to carry off.  We understand the meaning easily enough but we often ignore the implications.  Notice that Jesus says that these are branches “in Me.”  That certainly seems to indicate that there was at one time a vital connection between the stalk and the branch.  When John uses the phrase “in Me” or “in Christ,” we are hardly justified to claim that this branch was never really a believer.  The branch was in Christ, but something happened.  The normal process of growth did not occur and the branch did not produce fruit.  What does that mean?  Well, Paul gives us a pretty clear description of “fruit” when he lists the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians.  If we are abiding in Christ, we should expect to see love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faith, meekness and self-control.  These are the normal and expected results of being attached to the vine.  Where they are absent, the branch is grossly deficient, in fact, so deficient that it is cut off and taken away.

So, the first rather harsh implication of Jesus’ remark is this:  if your life isn’t progressively showing more and more of the fruits of the Spirit, you are in terrible danger.  What is cut off is consigned to the fire.  Wake up!  Take a serious look at your attitudes and actions.  Do you see obvious signs of the Spirit (there is a lot more to these words than we first imagine but we’ll get to that)?  If you don’t, it’s certainly time to pray for the tree surgeon to graft you back in.

Of course, the active branches don’t escape corrective action either.  The second implication here is that even if you are producing fruit, you can expect to be pruned.  God will remove from all the branches anything that interferes with maximum production.  Do you wonder why “bad” things happen to good people.  Well, if you are vitally connected to the vine, pruning is the normal means of improving your productivity, and often pruning appears to be a very bad thing.  You might lose a job that you thought was the answer to your security needs.  You might experience a natural disaster or the loss of a loved one.  You might go through times of real heartache and trial.  It’s pruning.  If God is sovereign (and He is), then the attitude we discover along the rocky road of life is found in James.  “Count it all joy when” is the confident declaration that God knows how to prune better than anyone else.

Today there are only two lessons.  If you don’t see fruit, do something about it right now!  If you do see fruit, rest assured that God will prune, so relax, He knows what He is doing.

Topical Index:  Christian Living

September 10  conduct yourselves in fear during the time of your stay on earth  1 Peter 1:17

Consequently

In Fear -  A graduate student made the following insightful remark in class:  “Faith is not believing in spite of the evidence.  Faith is obeying in spite of the consequence.”  That’s worth reading again.  Too often we are told that faith is a matter of blind leaps.  In our Greek view, faith is a function of the mind, a cognitive assertion of commitment even if we don’t have the evidence to back it up.  Of course, that is not the biblical view at all.  The Bible rests firmly on real evidence.  Biblical faith is not blind belief; in fact, it is just the opposite.  Over and over God demonstrates His earthly reality and over and over the Bible says that the man who “believes” what is not true is really lost.  The problem is separating truth from fiction, and when the whole culture wants to treat spiritual truth and biblical revelation as fiction, it is the culture that is deluded, not the biblical adherent.

Nevertheless, even if we see the fallacy in the argument that faith is blind to evidence, we still have not discovered the heart of biblical faith.  Biblical faith is obeying in spite of the consequence.  It is not rooted in cognitive arguments and logical conclusions, even if it stands up very nicely in debate.  Ultimately the biblical revelation for men is about obedience.  It is about trusting in the guidance, direction and legislation of God.  That is not the same as saying that our salvation depends on our efforts.  Salvation is God’s act, not ours.  But from the moment we feel the tug of the Spirit, we are called to a grateful display of obedience.  Why?  Because obedience sets things right after I have been redeemed.  It aligns me with God’s purposes so that I may enjoy His delight and favor and, at the same time, fulfill His purposes as a blessing to others.  Without obedience there is nothing to show for God’s grace in my life.  The flip-side of the coin of salvation is obedience.  One without the other is stultifying disappointment.

This insight focuses our attention on the inevitable rejection of a world gone mad.  Faithful followers of the Way are going to have conflict in this world.  Faith is persevering anyway.  If the threat of consequences diverts my obedience, I haven’t understood the character of God.  I haven’t come to terms with my own lack of trust.  There’s a reason why Peter uses the Greek en phobo.  It is an important reminder.  God is not my good buddy.  He is the sovereign Lord of the universe.  Peter tells us that He judges every man impartially according to that man’s production.  That’s a rather scary thought.  God holds up the standard of holiness and asks me to conduct my life accordingly.  I should be afraid.  What I do has eternal consequences.  
The current ecclesiological message of familiarity with God skirts idolatry.  Whenever men encounter the living God, they are stuck with a fear that nearly paralyzes them.  They see in a blinding moment their unworthiness.  They know at the very core of their being that they deserve nothing but shame and disgrace.  Amazingly (with grace), God doesn’t treat us that way, but the fact that He doesn’t does not make it less certain that He should.  In this sense, fear is at the very heart of belief.  The less we pay attention to the unbridgeable chasm between the holy God and our sinful souls, the less we will recognize the impossible wonder of grace.  And the less we will be inclined to conduct ourselves in fear.

Topical Index:  Faith
September 11  Woe to the world because of its stumbling-blocks!  For it is inevitable that stumbling-blocks come, but woe to that man through whom the stumbling-block comes!  Matthew 18:7
Saying It Nicely

Woe – Apparently Jesus never read “The Emily Post Guide For Prophets.”  He wasn’t trained in the etiquette of delivering a condemning message nicely.  His word choice is like a verbal buzz saw.  It cuts right through the bone.  In Greek it’s ovai, but Jesus didn’t actually say this Greek word.  He used the Hebrew hoy, an expression that has crept into contemporary language with oy vey.  You can see it in Hebrew in 1 Kings 13:30 and Isaiah 18:1.  It is an exclamation of dire consequences and emotional grief.  It is often part of prophetic announcements since it conveys the seriousness of the situation.  The grave is just around the corner.  Death and destruction are hovering.  Woe to those who don’t listen right now.

I wonder if we are willing to hear God’s woes.  They are not polite conversation.  They are not politically correct.  They just happen to be true.  But, of course, the truth is often very confrontational and that doesn’t sit well with proper etiquette.  Perhaps we need to rethink our expectation of biblical proclamation.  When you really examine it, the Bible moves along the theme of demanding confrontation.  God is holy.  We aren’t.  That creates conflict.  Just because I ignore the conflict does not remove it.  When a prophet comes along, he (or she) usually reminds us that ignorance is not bliss.  It is dangerous stupidity.  God confronts us, even after we have been adopted into His family.  Without confrontation there is very little spiritual progress.  After all, we arrive pretty much messed up.  Our behavior is out of sync.  Our thinking is upside-down.  We aren’t motivated to make the changes that God knows are necessary.  So, He sends us warnings and helpers and guides.  

Certainly woes are for those who still resist His call.  It’s obvious that they are in danger.  But most of the woes in the Bible are directed toward the elect, the chosen ones who are in the family.  They are in danger as well.  The history of Israel is the paradigm case of slip-sliding away.  And we are just as human as any man or woman who ever encountered the living God.  Today might be a good day to tune your ears to the word hoy.  Jesus points out that the world is filled with stumbling-blocks.  It is inevitable in a broken world.  There are a lot of obstacles to trusting action.  God will judge the whole human race for the impediments it erected against Him.  But the double woe also points out that this terrible specter hangs over those individuals who contribute to stumbling-block construction.  That might be me or you if we don’t really know what we are doing.  Ignorance is not bliss, and it isn’t an excuse either.

Have you thought deeply about the patterns of conformity in your life, patterns that might contribute to stumbling-blocks?  Have you asked yourself about your behavior concerning money, personal relationships, community, care for others or religious observance?  Do you pay any attention to what you say, what you eat, how to dress or how you read (yes, that’s right)?

“Lord, please show me the edges of my stumbling-block behavior so that I can hear your woe and be transformed.”
Topical Index:  Transformation

September 12  Now the man had relations with his wife Eve, and she conceived and gave birth to Cain, and she said, “I have gotten a manchild with the help of the LORD.”  Genesis 4:1  NASB

The Heavenly Genie

With The Help Of – In an absolutely wonderful book, The Beast That Crouches At The Door, Rabbi David Fohrman calls attention to the fact that the Hebrew language in Eve’s declaration is very unusual.  In fact, it is so strange that it requires a deep analysis and that analysis yields a meaning that is nothing like most of the English translations (as the NASB above).  Moreover, once we really understand the strange quality of this statement, we will gain an insight into one of the basic conflicts that affects every human being.  The result is startling.  What the Mother of All Living really says reveals the penetrating depth of our desire to be our own god.

It all begins with et.  Translated “with” in this English version, ninety percent of the time et does not mean “with.”  Et is usually an untranslatable grammatical indicator that the word following is a direct object.  Did you get that?  Let’s take it slowly.  In most English versions, the word et is translated as “with,” and expressed as Eve had a child with God’s help.  Isn’t that nice and comfortable?  It fits our evangelical etiquette, bringing God into the process of conception and birth.  Everything seems so peachy-keen.  But this is not what Eve says.  

When Eve’s written statement uses the word et, she indicates that God is the direct object of her acquisition of a male child (notice that the translation “have gotten” also diminishes the emotional tone of Eve’s statement). What does this imply in Hebrew? As the direct object, God receives the action of the verb from the subject.  God receives that acquiring action from Eve.  Eve’s child is not the direct object of her acquisition.  God is.  Of course, that does not carry a sexual connotation.  The same verse clearly indicates that Adam impregnated Eve.  But from Eve’s point of view, Adam was accidental to the real process.  Eve considers God to be the instrumental source of this child.  So far that sounds quite acceptable.  But there is one tiny problem.  You see, what Eve implies is that she used God.  Her words imply that Eve thinks that she used God as her genie, her special tool, to get what she wanted.

The Torah does not make mistakes.  The et in this verse is not accidental.  Unless we pay very close attention to what the words actually mean and say, we will slip into comfortable theological clothing.  But Eve’s statement won’t let us.  There is something really troubling about what she says.  She acts as if she can maneuver God into doing her bidding.  That, of course, is our problem too.  How often do we say what Eve says?  Every time we pray, “Lord, help me acquire my plans.  Help me do what I want to do.”  In other words, we add the et to our prayers when we act as though God can be enlisted in accomplishing what we want.  The Mother of All Living says nothing more than all of her children.  “God, give me what I want – and be quick about it.”

The catastrophe of sin reaches much deeper than surface disobedience to a command about some tree.  Sin twists the divine relationship into a god-tool in the hands of scheming humanity.  Perhaps all of Eve’s children need to step back from divine requests and ask if we have hidden an et in our words.

Topical Index:  Sin
September 13  Now the man had relations with his wife Eve, and she conceived and gave birth to Cain, and she said, “I have gotten a manchild with the help of the LORD.”  Genesis 4:1  NASB

Consolation Prize

Have Gotten – One more look at Eve’s declaration is even more frightening.  Here’s the crucial question: Why doesn’t Eve mention Adam in her statement?  Would you and I say that we got a child through God without even mentioning the spouse?  Did Adam have nothing to do with all this except to provide the sperm?  There is something else going on in Eve’s announcement; something that reflects the catastrophe of the Fall.

Eve is ‘ezer to Adam.  If you don’t know what that means, you need to read this.  God engineered Eve to be Adam’s ‘ezer.  That is the core of who she is, the undeniable center of her existence and the final purpose for her life.  That’s the way God planned it.  Once we truly grasp the enormity of this deliberate design, we begin to comprehend just how much human beings are bound to relationship identity.  In fact, Genesis 2:24 suggests that marriage is in some fundamental way the re-union of what was once a single being.  The “two shall become one” is not simply sexual.  It is about lost harmony recovered.

But the Fall changed everything!  Eve failed in her role as ‘ezer.  Adam denied his complicity and blamed her.  Trust was destroyed.  Harmony lost.  Adam took control, refusing to acknowledge the God-designed role of the ‘ezer.  Nevertheless, Adam’s assertion of power did not erase Eve’s engineering.  She is still ‘ezer.  The only question now is for whom?  Eve’s answer:  “I have acquired a manchild.”  Eve takes back her lost identity with her child.  If Adam will not let her be ‘ezer, Cain will.  He has no choice in the matter for Eve has acquired him.

The Hebrew verb qanah says it all.  “To buy, to purchase, to acquire, to possess,” is not the kind of description that we would expect when speaking of the birth of a child.  But it is symptomatic of revenge for those who assert their power to circumvent what they have been denied.  “You refuse to let me be what I was made to be?  I’ll show you.  I’ll take what you won’t give.”  That’s the spirit of it.  Eve decided to make a deal with God to get what Adam refused to give her – a man who would let her be the ‘ezer she was designed to be.  We see the same results every day.  The husband rejects the role of the wife as ‘ezer, so she turns that attention to her children.  She will not be denied.  It is who she is.  But the tragedy is that her role results from a purchase instead of a gift.  It is teshukah crafted to her own ends.  And it leads to disaster.

Why is Adam not a part of Eve’s declaration?  Because Adam is now the obstacle to her fulfillment.  The Fall brought separation, not union.  Now Eve decides to take matters into her own hands.  She has the power to create and she uses that power to bring to life a substitute for her lost charge.  She produces a replacement man named Cain.  Oh, yes, by the way, Kayin (Cain) is not named by Adam (did you notice that?), and the word kayin means weapon.  Isn’t that interesting?  We will be what we are, one way or another, but one way leads to producing weapons to fight for ourselves, while the other way produces grace and forgiveness.  Which one are you birthing?

Topical Index:  Sin

September 14  “its desire is for you, but you must master it.”  Genesis 4:7

Evil Genius

Desire – Once again I am indebted to the splendid work of Rabbi David Fohrman for this insight.  We have looked at this word before, noting its unusual connection to ‘ezer, the Hebrew term that identifies “woman” at her creation.  But Rabbi Fohrman makes another point that simply cannot be ignored.  This word (teshukah), used three times in the Bible, is really a word about the unbelievable energy resident in every one of us to create.  It is the deepest longing that we have – the longing to make something that lasts.  This is Rabbi Fohrman’s insight.  Teshukah is a part of who we are!  Without it, we would cease to be human.

Now this is very disconcerting.  Why?  Because this word is used in the story of Cain’s murder.  Most of us think of this “desire” as something hideous, something evil and elemental, something that we must get rid of.  But the Hebrew doesn’t allow that reaction.  Teshukah is built right into what it means to be a woman (see Genesis 3:16), what it means to love deeply and passionately (Song 7:10), and here, where it takes on the nuance of something lethal that wishes to bond with Cain.  Notice God’s warning.  “You must master it.”  That isn’t the same as “You must deny it,” or “You must remove it.”  This vital force deep inside must be domesticated, not erased.  It must be harnessed so that it can be put to use as God directs.  The greatest danger of teshukah is not its presence but rather it insistence that it be let loose.

Cain has not sinned; not yet.  He is simply aware of the raging power within, the power that pleads to become his bedfellow.  Yes, there is an intimacy connection here.  In the movies, it is called “Sleeping With The Enemy,” but that isn’t quite right.  Teshukah is not really the enemy.  It is me, released from the governing hand of God.  It is passion without judgment, creative desire without discipline.  It is precisely what James calls the precursor to sin.  And it is a part of every man and woman since the Fall.  Eve knew it.  Now her son knows it.  And so do we, the offspring of her teshukah.

This is terrible and wonderful at the same time.  You see, when I align my deepest need to create with the gentle restraint of God, He and I produce something fabulous, something that glorifies Him and blesses others.  In the process, I experience who I really am and I am flooded with joy (who He really is).  But when I let my ferocious energy serve myself, when I use it to acquire my own destiny, then something disastrous occurs.  I create without God – and the result can only be unholy.  God warns Cain that he is threatened by a force much more powerful than he can imagine.  It is the force to act according to his own will.  Once unleashed, this power will not go back into the bottle.  

But God does not tell Cain to destroy this energy.  He tells Cain to control it, to bring it into alignment with God’s purposes and God’s use.  This divine power to create ultimately belongs to God.  We only borrow it while we live with His breath.  Of course, how we use it is the really scary question, because it can be the power to kill.  You and I have this same teshukah.  Used in partnership with God, we create life.  Used in partnership with self, we bring death.  These are the only options.  There is no “unused” choice here.  So, what are you doing with your deepest passion?

Topical Index:  Human Being

September 15  “The heart is deceitful above all things and it is incurable.  Who can know it?”  Jeremiah 17:9
Take Two Aspirin

Deceitful - We don’t think of the heart as an inside scheming deceiver.  After all, we know ourselves pretty well, don’t we?  We know when we lie and when we tell the truth, so why does God (He is the One speaking here) contradict our own conscience.  We view the problem more akin to a bout with the flu.  Sure, we know that there are times when our inner ethical perspective is sick but we also manage to struggle along with the illness, operating under the assumption that taking a couple of spiritual aspirin will make everything better by morning.  It just doesn’t seem right to say that our hearts are the worst of all faculties of consciousness.  But that’s what God says, and God usually knows what He is talking about.  Maybe we better take a closer look.
What does this Hebrew word really tell us?  What if it paints a picture that we really don’t want to see?  What if the deceitfulness of my heart is really a problem about trusting my inner self?  What if saying that my heart is desperately sick is really a way of saying that living according to my own inner sense of conscience inevitably leads to death and disaster?  What if that inner voice that so subtly suggests actions is really something inhuman, speaking to me from the corrupted earth?  It’s time to find out.

The Hebrew word (‘aqov) is very odd.  It is really the combination of two adjectives, both implying something about footprints and heels.  You will see how it comes to mean deceptive when you realize that the Hebrew idiom for traitor is someone who lifts up his heel against the king (cf. Psalm 41:9).  The same idea resides in the famous passage about the head of the snake (Genesis 3:15).  Finally, this word is connected to the name Ya’acob (Jacob) as the one who grasps the heel (the supplanter).  It is a word that implies grasping, traitorous acts in an effort to take control.  Now that sounds like a heart without God’s grace.
David Fohrman suggests that the real distinction between men and animals is that men are capable of ignoring the voice of instinct and choosing to live by the external command of the Creator while animals hear only the inner voice of God in instinctual direction.  When we “follow our hearts,” we move in the direction of animal consciousness, away from guidance by the external Word of the Lord.  That’s why the heart is so deceptive.  You see, human being are aware of instinct too.  In the case of animal behavior, instinct is the way God guides.  But that is not true of human beings.  We are to be directed by hearing and obeying, not by listening to the inner voice.  We are to depend on the Word of the Lord as it is manifest to us externally.  The way of the heart is exceedingly and subtly dangerous because it pushes us in the direction of animal existence.

Now let’s make the final connection.  God’s Word is externally manifest in the life of His Son.  Yeshua is the embodiment of the external direction for living.  That’s why He is the Way, the Truth and the Life.  If you ignore what He says, you automatically assert the priority of your own inner voice – and you move in the direction of becoming an animal.  When Man is the measure of all things, he connects himself to the animal world.  But when God gives Man directions, Man is elevated toward the sublime.  Which voice do you hear and obey?

Topical Index:  Human Being

September 16  And Adam called his wife’s name Eve because she was the mother of all living.  Genesis 3:20
Ever Deeper

Eve – God doesn’t make mistakes.  So, when God chose to use the Hebrew language to reveal Himself, it wasn’t an accident.  The Hebrew language is the perfect vehicle to communicate what God wants to share about Himself and His creation.  What does this mean to us?  It means that what God says in Hebrew is usually much deeper than we initially observe.  Frank Seekins says, “Hebrew fulfills a role that no other language can” because it can be understood as both a picture language and a phonetic language.  Our contemporary translations are based on the phonetic aspect of Hebrew, not the pictographs.  Sometimes we need to look to the pictures to see what the language communicates.  That leads us to ask a question about some crucial words for “woman.”  What we find will truly amaze you.

First, there is God’s chosen word for “woman.”  It’s found in Genesis 2:18 (“I will make him a help-mate – an ‘ezer).  This is God’s word, not Adam’s.  The word consists of the consonants A-Z-R which display a picture of “first cut from a person”, “strength cut from the highest” or even “the first weapon (of defense) of the person.”  Does this sound like the role of the ‘ezer?  Remember that ‘ezer is the same word God applies to Himself in relation to Israel.  The woman is certainly the first cut from the man.  In fact, she is taken directly from him.  And the role of the ‘ezer is to protect, help, provide and nourish.  Certainly this is the biblical view of strength and defense.  What God had in mind is not subservience or patriarchal hierarchy.  His choice of ‘ezer indicates that the woman is a man’s first line of defense, an equal partner in the journey of life.  The ‘ezer is God’s gift to the husband.  She is built that way.
‘ezer isn’t the only word for woman.  There is Adam’s choice, ish-sha.  Once before we noted that the doubled consonant paints a picture of the woman as consumer and destroyer, a very powerful combination.  But there is another picture here.  This pictograph also means “what comes out of the strong consumer.”  Woman comes out of man.  The second picture makes visible what the text confirms: “She shall be called woman because she was taken out of man.”  Adam recognizes her essential equality and unique similarity is his choice of word.  He also acknowledges the dangerous bliss resident in this perfectly suited partner.

So far, so good.  God has a word picture that paints the divinely ordered role of woman.  Man has a word picture that displays her vital connection to him.  But there is still one more word.  It occurs is Genesis 3:20 when Adam finally gives his wife a proper name.  That name, as we now know, is Havvah, not Eve.  This reveals an even more interesting picture.  This picture is “what comes from the place of work.”  What does this mean?  It means that woman is the vehicle through which all “living” come – all those who work.  Thus, her name literally means “the mother (source) of all living.”  Once again the picture paints what the words say.  This is her legacy.  Since Hebrew views work and worship as one and the same, the name Havvah also means the woman brings to life all those who worship.  There is hardly a more important role in human existence.

Now don’t get concerned.  This is not some kind of worship of Woman.  It’s not pagan Mother Earth and it’s not the idolization of Mary.  It is simply the biblical recognition that God chose women to be the way that every living human being becomes a member of the working-worshipping community.  It’s not idolatry.  It’s the recognition of vital importance.  Mothers matter.
What does the Scripture tell us about a woman?  She is God’s chosen protector, provider and strength for a man.  Secondly, she is from Man, equally a partner under the Lord and perfectly matched for re-union as one.  Finally, she is the physical transporter of life for all Mankind.  These three roles are all wrapped up in one person.  They must be recognized as separate but united.  When we confuse them, when we put all the emphasis on one of the pictures and ignore the other two, we end up with terrible distortions like pagan Mother Earth worship or the contemporary idea of woman as servants of men.  The Scriptures reveal all three, intertwined.  And a cord of three strands cannot easily be broken.

If you are a woman, exult in how God made you.  If you are a man, be gloriously grateful to God.  He knew exactly what He was doing.

Topical Index:  Names

September 17  See, I have longed for your precepts; in your righteousness give me life.  Psalm 119:40
Every Move You Make

Longed For - How do you know what God wants you to do?  Sure, some choices are obvious.  The commandments, for example, spell out correct choices.  But what about the hundreds of life choices that aren’t mentioned in some biblical passage, like who should I date, what job should I take, where should I live, how should I spend my extra cash?  How do I know what God really wants me to do with all those kinds of choices?  If I am going to be obedient to Him in all things, I want to do what He wants me to do every time.  But how do I know?

The answer to all these questions is a divine paradox.  Any choice you make is the right one as long as it is the right choice. Better read that again.  As long as you are living in God’s presence, you are free to make any choice you wish as long as it’s the right choice. Any choice you make will be the right choice as long as you are choosing what God wants.  So, the paradox of divine sovereignty and human free will is this:  when you are listening and obeying God, every choice you make will be the correct one no matter what choice it is.  Of course, the key is shema – listening and obeying.  As long as your heart is truly open to God’s leading, you can’t make a mistake no matter which way you choose.  The opposite is also true.  Any choice you make, no matter how noble or virtuous, will be the wrong choice if it is made without a heart completely obedient to God.

So, date anyone you wish, as long as it is the person God wants you to date.  Take any job you wish as long as it is the job God directed you to take.  Live where you want as long as it is where God wants you to live.  You get the idea.  Everything is available, but only what comes from  obedience counts.  There are no limits on your choices and at the same time, there is only submission to His sovereignty.  
This paradox creates a tension in the Bible that is not resolved.  Our Greek-based perspective wants to have all the answers neatly tied down, but the Bible resists this kind of theological pressure.  You are free - and you are bound.  For those of us who want all the answers conveniently catalogued, this is particularly upsetting.  But it just happens to be the way the divine economy works.  God liberates you to do whatever you wish while you are limiting yourself to what He wishes.  You can’t turn to the Bible for all the details of living.  It isn’t that kind of book.  The Bible demonstrates what happens to men and women who freely choose slavery.  They learn dependence, one choice at a time.  God’s plan is daily bread, not storage barns.  It’s a hard thing to learn in a world that is obsessed with planning tomorrow.  But it’s an essential lesson. 

Think about the demonstration of this principle in the life of the Messiah.  He wandered purposefully.  He only did what the Father told Him to do.  He only said what the Father told Him to say.  Do you think that this means Yeshua had a kind of spiritual cell phone connection to the Father.  Did He say, “Hold on a minute.  I have to make a call.”  Of course not.  The point is that His very existence was saturated with obedience until what He did was perfectly in line with the Father’s will without even thinking about it.  Only once do we see Yeshua struggle with this vital connection, and even then “Your will be done” is the solution.  That’s where we want to be.  We might have to start with baby steps, with deliberate “cell phone” calls to God, but the objective is constant, unnoticed communication.  That’s when freedom and bondage are perfectly matched.  

Topical Index:  Obedience

September 18  But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, long-suffering, kindness, goodness, faith, meekness, self control  Galatians 5:22-23

Blessing Tree

Fruit – My dear friend John Samuel unravels one of the great paradoxes of Scripture when he talks about the Greek word karpos (fruit).  John points out that the only entity that does not benefit from the fruit of a tree is the tree itself.  The tree cannot eat its own fruit to survive.  All fruit is produced for the benefit of another.  Considering that karpos means not only fruit but also profit, gain, the results of any action and the real measurement of judgment, it seems necessary to emphasize that in God’s economy my fruit is not supposed to be for my consumption.  

God is a capitalist.  There is no question that God wants and expects returns on His investments.  He certainly understands loans, compound interest and risk management.  But God’s capitalism is pure.  It operates from the basis of a heart of love and compassion.  The goal of God’s capitalism is to bless others.  It assumes the fabric of a community where my production benefits someone else and someone else’s production benefits me.  The corruption of capitalism occurs when I divert the intended blessing of others to myself.  When the tree attempts to eat its own fruit, not only does the fruit wither, the tree dies.  The greatest tragedy of capitalism is not that it is evil but rather than it has been redirected to self.  That’s why the Bible says the love of fruit is the root of evil.  Did you think it said the love of money?  It does, of course, but fruit is just another word for gain, production or profit.  My fruit is designed to be useful and beneficial to someone else, not me.   

This distributive methodology is true with the gifts of the Spirit as well.  The proper exercise of a gift given to me by God is the blessing it has for others.  So, when you read the list of the charismata in Romans 12, you need to see that the perspective is always focus on how others are blessed in the exercise of your gift.  In fact, your greatest economic opportunity lies in using your gift to benefit others.  In this passage, Paul emphasizes the same methodology in the operation of the Spirit.  Love, joy, peace, long-suffering and the rest are not initially and principally directed toward me.  They are experienced in the process of being directed toward others.  It’s not my peace that is at the top of the list.  It is the peace that God exhibits toward others through me.  And as a by-product of my use as a channel of distribution, I experience the very thing that I could never grasp for myself.

Imagine how powerful the church would be if it operated this way.  Imagine a place where I experience the presence of God because I operate as a channel of distribution.  The fruit of the Spirit flows through me to the benefit of all.  What happens to me?  I feel the power of His glory as the voltage of the Spirit passes through me.  I see the benefit as others consume the fruit of my connection to the vine.  Best of all, I know what it means to be in Christ because I am doing exactly what He did, blessing others and glorifying God.  This is divine capitalism.

Topical Index:  Profit

September 19 For I am the Lord your God, who upholds your right hand, Who says "Do not fear, I will help you". Isaiah 41: 13XE " Verse:Isaiah 41\\: 13" 

Normal Insanity
Help XE "Word:Help"- It takes a long time to get to the place where we ask for help.  In a culture where self-sufficiency is the measure of personal worth, we often know we need help but there is something in us that continues to shout, "I'm not going to give up.  I‘ll do it myself.  I don't care!"  This is a symptom of normal insanity.  It’s normal, all right, because it’s such a common behavior.  But it is insane.  It’s the belief that doing the same thing we did before will magically result in a different consequence.  We always end up in the same place.  We are fighting against the way God designed the world and all of our shouting won't change anything.

When we finally reach the end of the line, when we really experience the bankruptcy of self-sufficiency, we need help.  We just can't manage change on our own.  Calling on God at this point could be a fearful experience.  We have been so used to failure and disappointment.  We might fear that God will also find us unworthy.  After all, we often feel that way.  We have failed to be what we wanted to be.  Fortunately, God is not the critic we make Him to be.  God promises to rescue, to save us.  If God can say, "Do not fear", what is there to really be afraid of?  Only the voice of our old self could be bold enough to call God a liar.  The truth is in God's word.  He will help.  That old inner voice has been lying to us.  It is God's word that we need to act on.  The inner voice mouths the same appeal that the serpent used to tempt Havvah.  No wonder the Old Testament uses the word accuser for the enemy.  The real question is this:  Will I believe God's promise or will I believe my inner voice?  Who am I going to listen to?  To become the person I wish to be, I will have to stop listening to myself.

This Hebrew word comes from a root word (azar) meaning to rescue or save or to excuse.  The general sense is military assistance.  In the Psalms, God's help arrives in personal intervention during illness (Ps. 28:7), oppression (Ps. 54:4), and great personal distress (Ps. 86:17).  We can think of it as reinforcements.  God promises to provide all that we need to be rescued from the bankruptcy of self-sufficiency.  That doesn’t mean He simply pulls us out of our circumstances.  The circumstances are there for a reason.  They remind us of our true state.  And we seem to need a lot of reminding.  But God does not withhold rescue to those who are broken.  He is the Lord, compassionate, merciful and long-suffering.  His promise is unbreakable.

Today, you and I may need to be reminded once more that normal insanity is the constant condition of the world.  The inner voice of our self-sufficient sickness seduces us because it seems so intimate.  But it is the voice of the asylum.  Today we must turn to the only trustworthy words, the ones God gave to those who wish to be well.

Topical Index:  Human Being

September 20  The Israelites did what was evil in the sight of the LORD,  Judges 6:1

Back to the Garden

Evil –  How many times does it take to learn the lesson?  That seems to be the theme of the history of Israel in the book of Judges.  This verse expresses the common occurrence of Israel’s apostasy; all the more amazing since it comes on the heels of yet another divine rescue from disaster brought about by unfaithfulness to YHWH.  Perhaps the book of Judges is a lot more like our contemporary religious affirmation than we would like to believe.  Perhaps we need to pay a lot more attention to their constant return to the tree in the Garden.

The Hebrew word here is ra.  It is usually translated as evil, bad, what is inferior or poor in quality.  Immediately we see the problem.  What is evil is in the same category as Pilate’s famous question, “What is truth?”  From our perspective, evil is in the eye of the beholder.  What you consider bad is not always what I consider bad.  Individual taste and preference determine the matter.  Fortunately, the Bible doesn’t leave us with this preferential ambiguity.  In order to settle the matter, this word is often accompanied by the phrase “in the eyes of.”  Israel is measured not according to what they wished but rather according to what God revealed.  As Moses proclaimed, “This day I have set before you what is good and what is evil.”  In the final analysis, God determines what is good and what is evil.  How you and I feel about His choices doesn’t really matter, does it?  Isaiah makes it very clear.  “Woe to those who call evil good and good evil.”  The moral absolute of good and evil is what God tells us.

So, what about that tree?  What does it have to do with determining good and evil?  Why was it so important for God to command Adam not to eat of that tree?  Perhaps the answer lies in the apparent subjectivity of good and evil.  Without the guidance of the moral absolutes of YHWH, every man actually does what is right in his own eyes.  People actually do call what is evil good.  Life really is a chaotic disharmony of competing preferences.  Eating of the tree disconnected Man from the divine distinction between good and evil by entertaining the option of the inner voice.  Instead of listening to YHWH, we decided to listen to ourselves.  And since we are not gods and were never designed to be gods, listening to our inner voices became the highway to hell.  We followed our hearts directly to destruction.

When we read this verse in Judges, there is a tendency to think that God is rather arbitrary in His indictment.  After all, we don’t really know what the Israelites did to offend God, do we?  The text doesn’t give any justification for God’s harsh punishment, and without justification, we might think that God’s decision was simply a matter of personal preference in the same way that our personal preferences often guide our decisions.  But this would be a serious mistake.  You see, doing what was evil in the sight of YHWH was quite clear because the Torah spelled out exactly what God expected.  Israel was punished because it ignored and disobeyed the direct instructions of God.  They listened to the siren call of the Tree instead of the voice of the Lord.  

I wonder if we aren’t in precisely the same position.  Long ago our God delivered His instructions for living.  They are clear and certain.  But apparently we have decided that those instructions are simply a matter of personal preference.  We know better.  We listen to the “clear” inner voice.  Good luck to us.  We will definitely need it.

Topical Index:  Obedience

September 21  For there must be factions among you in order that those who are approved may become evident among you.  1 Corinthians 11:19

Rethinking Heresy

Factions – You better sit down for this one.  Something happened in the early centuries of the history of the church that altered the way we read what Paul says here.  The vocabulary didn’t change but the meaning and the emphasis did.  The church interpreted this verse from the perspective of a commitment to Greek metaphysics.  In the process, it changed the way we think about all spiritual discussion.  The result has been catastrophic.

The Greek word here is hairesis.  It’s easy to see the word “heresy” in this root, but in classical Greek this term did not mean anything heretical.  Hairesis simply meant “choice.”  In fact, it is used to convey the idea of a freewill offering in the LXX.  Nothing about opposition to the truth is found in the ancient etymology of this word.  But things changed.  When Rabbinic Judaism embraced Greek Hellenism, there was a major shift in the concept of truth.  The Greeks built their idea of truth on mathematics.  In such a system, there can be only one right answer.  Every other alternative is false.  From the Greek perspective, since only one answer can be correct, everything else must, as a matter of logic, be wrong and anyone who advocated alternatives to the one single truth was a heretic.  As Rabbinic Judaism adopted the Greek point of view, the world of necessary tension and dialogue in Hebrew thought was replaced by final answers.  Schools of “correct” interpretation took hold.  The traditional dialogue of spiritual debate faded away.  When the Church, under the enormous influence of the Greek philosophy of the early fathers, vigorously adopted this point of view, the result was dogma, the declaration of a final answer to life’s important questions; an answer which tolerated no opposing views.  Many of the ancient creeds and theological positions of Christianity came from this dogmatic, Greek-based metaphysics.  In fact, it is the same concept of truth that we embrace today.

But what if Paul isn’t saying anything about heresy?  What if Paul is using the word in its LXX and classical form?  Suddenly our penchant for Greek-based exclusion doesn’t seem so biblical.  

Paul uses Greek in Hebrew ways.  Paul writes to believers who were quite familiar with Hebrew Scripture.  It seems entirely likely that what Paul has in mind here is not about heresy but rather about the necessity of opposition as part of the testing process of spiritual formation.  In other words, Paul isn’t telling us to burn heretics at the stake (something the Church was quite willing to do under the Greek metaphysical assumption).  Paul is telling us that there must be choices in our spiritual walk in order for us to discover what is approved.  God manifests Himself in the necessary dialogue of interpretative discussion.  Where the dialogue of real alternatives is prohibited or suppressed, we are unable to see the manifestation of what is approved.  We need contrarians if we are going to be pushed along the path of spiritual growth.

For centuries the Church has rejected real choice by calling it heresy.  In the process, it used force to demand compliance and prevented believers from exploring the challenges of true spiritual development.  We are all products of this drastic elimination of open dialogue.  The real problem now is how much of what we accept as “truth” is the result of suppression of debate.  Paul was right.  Where there is no alternative choice, human logic prevents God’s manifestation.

Topical Index:  Truth
September 22  For if you forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father also will forgive you; but if you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.  Matthew 6:14-15

The Unforgiven

Neither – How easily we gloss over and diminish the harsh reality of Jesus’ teaching!  You won’t hear much about this condition of forgiveness these days.  We simply can’t imagine that God would withhold His forgiveness.  Our view of God is the plastic Santa, ready to accommodate any indiscretion.  But this is not the view of our Messiah.  There is more than one unforgiveable sin.  In fact, there are as many unforgiveable sins as there are injuries, slanders and insults against us that we will not forgive.  It’s very hard to hear but the words are about as plain as they can be.  If you refuse forgiveness toward another, do not expect God to forgive you no matter how many times you walk the aisle or raise your hand or say a sinner’s prayer.  Forgiveness comes with conditions.  

The first thing we need to clear up is the meaning of forgiveness.  The Greek verb is aphiemi.  It does not mean to ignore, to pretend it never happened or to just go on in life acting as if it doesn’t matter.  It literally means “to send off, to release, to hurl, to pardon.”  The offense is real.  The debt is due.  The damage has been done.  Forgiveness means confronting the truth of the injury and absorbing the cost (emotional, physical or otherwise) in order to clean the record and settle the bill.  The goal of forgiveness is to leave in peace.  Jesus clearly understood this because a large number of His parables concerning the ethics of the Kingdom are about debts due and payments made.  So, it simply isn’t adequate to think that if we just let it go we have accomplished forgiveness.  Not talking about it doesn’t resolve the matter.

The second thing we need to notice is that forgiveness is not a one-time event.  Luther said that the life of a believer was one of constant repentance.  Yes, there is a point where we turn the corner and experience the overwhelming grace of God in transforming renewal, but that does not take care of the category of forgiveness.  Frankly, each of us needs God’s forgiveness every day, and if we believe what Jesus says, our stubborn refusal to provide the same grace to another is cause for serious spiritual decline.

Finally, there is the word oude, a combination of “not” (ou) and “even” (de).  Obviously, it’s pretty strong.  If you don’t show behavior that resolves and releases the things that go wrong with others (the meaning of “trespasses”), then you have a serious issue with God.  You put God on the defensive because your actions insult His generosity.  In fact, God is more likely to come to the aid of the sinner who offended you than to your aid.  Why?  Because a truly broken and humble heart does not slander the character of God’s grace by refusing to forgive.  God has used enemies in the past to bring about repentance.  There is no reason whatsoever that He would not do so again.

Jesus’ words are chilling.  We would rather not hear them.  We would just as soon pretend that things have been swept under the rug and can be forgotten.  But that is hypocrisy.  Claiming God’s grace without reflecting the same is unforgiveable.  Now what will we do?

Topical Index:  Forgiveness
September 23  “Truly I say to you that the tax collectors and the harlots will get into the kingdom of God before you.”  Matthew 21:31
Those Who Have Ears

Tax Collectors/ Harlots – It’s quite likely that you are not first in line for the Kingdom.  Not unless you qualify as a tax collector or a prostitute.  These days we don’t really listen to what Jesus says.  We hear the words, but they don’t register.  We are too proper, too socially correct, too good for the really good news.  Since sin is not a frequent part of our vocabulary, and hypocrite rarely crosses our lips, we stand in the same position as those who knew all the right religious doctrines but didn’t have a clue about the real Kingdom.  We might make it in, but we won’t be at the head of the line.

We desperately need to hear what Jesus says, not what we want Jesus to say.  His remark follows a parable; a parable that clearly demonstrates the difference between a son who says he will be obedient but isn’t, and a son who refuses to obey but ultimately does.   The acceptable son is the one who does what the father wishes, even though he initially refused.  He gets in first.  Why?  Because he changed his mind and his actions.  He didn’t just say the words.  His words meant nothing.  In the long run, what he actually did determined his destiny.

So why do tax collectors and harlots precede the religious?  They are the sons and daughters who refuse to obey but later repent and change.  The despised of society and the dregs of humanity (those who sell their loyalties and those who sell their bodies) refuse God’s call.  But when they see the light, their repentance results in demonstrable changes in behavior.  They acknowledge forgiveness in the way that they act.  

Not so the religiously correct.  They believe doctrines, not devotion.  Their actions do not follow their words.  Since they are not sick, they have no need of a doctor.  For them, no healing is needed.  Rejecting the despised and the dregs, they fail to see their own disloyalty and compromise.  They change places with the tax collectors and the prostitutes without even knowing it.  Convinced that they are already sons and daughters, they sell their birthrights for ego enhancements.

Now, do you think we actually hear these words?  What does it mean to say that the one who at first refused eventually did what the father asked?  I suspect that it means that the rebellious son fulfilled the father’s requirements.  He obeyed the commands.  He stopped pretending that it didn’t matter (since he was a son anyway).  He took on the character of the father in his deeds.  For us, that means doing what Jesus did.  That means loving our enemies, praying for those who seek to harm us, spending time (and money) with the poor, the abused and the rejected, opposing religion without heart, living radically simply lives, displaying costly benevolence.  It means Matthew 5 and 6, Luke 4 and John 17.  It means realizing that we were disloyal and despicable – and coming to the doctor for help.  So, look around you.  Who’s in line ahead of you?  Why? 

Topical Index:  Hearing

September 24  “And thus the last shall be first, and the first last.”  Matthew 20:16

The Reversal of Reason

Last/ First – “Jesus’ concept of the righteousness of God, therefore, is incommensurable with reason.  Man cannot measure it, but he can grasp it.”  So said David Flusser in The Sage from Galilee.  Read his comment carefully.  How you understand what Flusser says will determine whether or not you are truly living in the Kingdom.  What does this mean to us?

First, the Kingdom of God (or of Heaven) has already arrived.  You aren’t waiting for it after you die.  You are either in it now or you are outside.  It is not an arrival destination on the other side of the grave.  It’s a present phenomenon simply waiting for fulfillment.

Second, you are in the Kingdom when you act according to Kingdom values.  When you serve under the reign and rule of the King, you are His citizen.  You don’t have to wait to be initiated into the party.  You don’t have to “join” the club.  You don’t need a membership or have to pay dues.  All you have to do is what the King does.  The evidence of citizenship is not a verbal declaration.  It is loyalty in action (remember the parable of the two sons?).  

Third, in the Kingdom, all normal commonsense ethical values are obliterated.  There is nothing normal about the first being last, about full wages for partial work, about forgiveness of massive debt, about denial of natural inclinations or about sacrificing for enemies.  Those actions are insane!  No normal person would do such things.  It doesn’t serve your best interests or the best interests of ordinary civil obedience.  But in God’s Kingdom, the righteous die for the unrighteous, the ones who deserve justice accept injustice, the ones who need mercy give it instead, the beggars become models for true wealth and the ones who give up their peace demonstrate God’s peacemaking.  Kingdom “ethics” are not just another set of ethical principles.  In this Kingdom, ethical behavior goes beyond good and evil.  It is not subject to anything reasonable at all, including our evaluation of what is good and what isn’t good.  God’s ways are not our ways, and in the Kingdom we come face to face with that astounding reality.

So, take a hard look at your life.  Do you operate according to good commonsense?  Are your principles of moral behavior based on “reasonable” expectations?  Do you believe that things should be in their proper order?  If you do, you might want to reconsider.  Where your reason dictates proper action, you may find that God’s view seems entirely unreasonable.  After all, why should anyone pray for an enemy?  Where you act according to proper and acceptable means, you may want to listen a bit more to the voice of Jesus.  His idea of accumulation and success sounds a lot more like self-sacrifice than like retirement income and financial security.  Where you are content to let bygones be bygones, Jesus seems to think that your forgiveness depends on something much more substantial.

If you find yourself in the first position of benefit from your decisions, you may want to read this parable again.  God’s way is last, not even next to last.  How you get there really is up to you.

Topical Index:  First

September 25  “And I say to you, make friends for yourselves by means of the Mammon of unrighteousness; that when it fails, they may receive you into the eternal dwellings.”  Luke 16:9

Test of Stewardship

By Means Of – What Jesus says is so confusing that we often skip this verse.  We think that engagement in the ways of wealth in this world are directly opposed to Jesus’ call for self-denial and simplicity.  We can’t understand why He would tell us to make friends through something that stands opposed to God’s ways.  Of course, we are almost right.  Jesus does call us to self-denial.  So what in the world is He saying here?

Part of the problem lies in the translation.  Until certain discoveries among the Dead Sea scrolls, the Greek in this verse was translated as you see it here, with the phrase “by means of.”  But now we know that this should be translated “from.”  Jesus is pointing to a test of stewardship; a test that is demonstrated from our handling of possessions (that’s what Mammon means here).  In other words (reading verses 11-12), if you don’t demonstrate God’s principles in the way you manage unrighteous possessions, why would you expect God to place righteous possessions under your control?  The test of stewardship is not found in the way that you handle spiritual matters.  It is found in the way that you handle worldly possessions.  Unfaithful management of the worldly possessions that God puts in your hands only demonstrates that you cannot be trusted with the management of His greater responsibilities.  So, make friends from unrighteous possessions.  Treat them according to God’s principles.  Then you show yourself ready for something greater.

In this verse Jesus deals a fatal blow to two popular misapplications of spiritual principles.  First, He destroys the idea that God is interested in filling our lives with material goodness.  Prosperity is not the solution to our problems.  In fact, in this passage Jesus comments that those with great prosperity are in real mortal danger.  Possessions are deceptive.  The purpose behind possessions is the test of stewardship, not a plan of accumulation.  The prosperity gospel is bankrupt.

Secondly, Jesus demolishes the idea that Christians are not to engage in worldly possessions.  This is the flip-side of the prosperity gospel; the idea that ownership in the unrighteous world is sinful.  Once again we see that the point is not rejection of possessions but rather godly management of possessions.  It’s still the same test.  Possessions are not evil (neither is money, by the way).  They are merely the means by which we demonstrate our faithfulness to God’s glory.  Making friends from possessions means converting their potential animosity toward God into congenial service for God.  We are the ones who determine the ultimate use of power and money, and our faithfulness is measured by how we do that.

There are two dangers:  that accumulating possessions becomes our purpose or that the denial of possessions becomes our mantra.  Both are wrong.  Both fail the test.  We are supposed to be in the world, but we are not supposed to be of the world.  So, take what you have.  Make something from it.  But never sacrifice loyalty to the Father in the process.  How you manage what you have been given reveals your trust in the Father.  Make it count!

Topical Index:  Possessions

 September 26  “Surely YHWH was in this place, and I did not know it.”  Genesis 28:16

Hide and Seek

This – Jacob learned something very important on the night that he used a rock for a pillow.  He discovered that Yahweh was in the place he least expected to find Him.  Jacob was on the run.  Fleeing from his brother Esau, he wandered in the desert.  In his fear and discouragement, he must have felt abandoned by everyone.  But Jacob didn’t see the truth.  Yahweh was right in the middle of his despair.   When Jacob was ready to give up, he had his first (but not his last) encounter with God.  What happened changed Jacob’s life.

The Hebrew here is a bit more specific than we might imagine.  The word for “this” is zeh, but in our text, the word is ha-zeh.  Literally, “the this.”  This place is not just any place designated by the pronoun “this.”  This place is the this place, a very specific place discovered supposedly by “accident.”  Of course, we know that the sovereign God brought Jacob to this exact spot.  There was no accident involved at all.  In Jacob’s fear and turmoil, he ends up right where God wants him – in the this place.

We could learn a thing or two from Jacob.  Realizing the enormous implications of the this place in Jacob’s life might just rescue us from having to sleep with our heads on rocks.  Unfortunately, the obvious lessons here are often forgotten in those moments of panic and stress.  So, let’s reflect on them now so that they may be readily available to us when the next crisis comes along.

First, we see that God knows exactly where we are.  Too often we let our emotional condition convince us that God has somehow overlooked our circumstances.  May it never be!  When trials come, and they most certainly will, the first thing to remember is this:  even if we are lost, God isn’t!  His heavenly GPS has an exact fix on our location.

Secondly, we learn that how we get where we are, even if it comes through our own mistaken manipulations, is exactly where God needs us to be.  No matter how much we wander, we always arrive at the this place.  How is that possible?  It’s simple.  The this place is where God meets us, and since He knows precisely where we are, He guarantees that our location will become the this place.  No matter how you get there, God prepares His welcome for you when you arrive.

Finally, we learn that our ignorance of God’s presence is inexcusable.  God is never absent.  Whenever we start thinking and acting as though we are alone, we need to remember Jacob’s declaration, “YHWH was in this place, and I didn’t know it.”  As soon as we start feeling abandoned, we need to carefully look around for His presence.  God has a habit of showing up when we aren’t paying attention.  In fact, He seems to enjoy these surprises.  Just as it delights us to discover that God has been waiting for us, it delights Him to see our grateful relief.

Someday soon you will find yourself on Jacob’s road.  You’ll feel lost, abandoned and hopeless.  But because of Jacob, you don’t have to lie down on the ground.  You know that this is the place of His presence, this is the this place for you.  Expect it.  Watch for it.  And listen to what He says when you discover you are there.

Topical Index:  Lost

September 27  And He said to him, “Amen, amen, I say to you, from now on you will see the heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.”  John 1:51

Jacob’s Ladder

On – Jesus knew Jacob.  He also knew that the preposition “on” in Hebrew can mean “because of.”  That’s something we must know if we are going to understand what Jesus tells Nathaniel.  When we translate only the Greek text, we don’t see what Jesus really says.  But once we realize what Jesus is saying in Hebrew, everything makes sense.  Suddenly Jacob’s ladder isn’t about Jacob anymore.

Jacob’s ladder is a well-known story.  But there are elements of the story that we don’t normally see.  The first of these is the idea that the ladder stretches from heaven to earth.  This isn’t Man’s attempt to reach up to God.  That would be like the tower of Babel.  This is God’s extension of a bridge from heaven to earth.  And who goes up and down on this bridge?  God’s angels, carrying out His purposes.  Only those who originate in heaven can travel up and down this ladder.  Why are they able to do this?  Because first they are citizens of God’s heavenly kingdom.

Jesus uses this understanding when He tells His followers that no one can ascend to heaven who has not first descended from heaven.  There is no way for men to reach up to God.  God must reach down to men.  And the paradigm example of the One Who descends to the realm of men is the Son of Man, a true citizen of heaven, who comes to those who are unable to ascend without His help.

How will Nathaniel see angels ascending and descending because of the Son of Man?  He will see the invisible angels in the works that the Son of Man commands them to do.  In other words, Jesus tells Nathaniel that if he sticks around, he is going to see God’s angels carry out assignments that will reveal the intrusion of the divine in the normal course of life.  He will see miracles.  He will see signs.  Then he will know who commands the army of angels – Yeshua, the Messiah.  

Jesus’ commentary on the story of Jacob’s remarkable vision teaches us something that even Jacob did not understand.  Jacob’s ladder is not about angels coming down from heaven to bless Jacob.  The ladder is an ancient picture of the way that God will rescue mankind – through the One Who descends.  The ladder is about the Messiah, not Jacob.  Jesus’ commentary confirms this.  This is one more example of the need to see the New Testament as an authorized commentary on the Old Testament.  One without the other just isn’t clear to us.

What are the implications of Jesus’ commentary?  They are fairly severe.  Only one has descended to rescue those who cannot ascend.  In other words, there is no other pathway back to heaven.  There is only one means of salvation, and it must come through the One Who has descended.  Without Him, you are just building a tower of Babel.  Long before the Messiah arrived, God was giving glimpses of His plan.  Jacob’s dream was just one of the Messianic images in the stories of the Torah.  God shows us that there is one way, and only one way.  God’s Son must come down to rescue us or we are lost.  You can thank God for Jacob’s ladder.  It’s your ladder too.

Topical Index:  Salvation
September 28  But I in Your kindness do trust, my heart exults in Your rescue.  Psalm 13:6 (Hebrew text translation by Robert Alter)

God’s Résumé
Kindness – What does your résumé say about you?  My guess is that it contains a lot of the things that you have done.  It’s a summary of your accomplishments, but it doesn’t say much at all about your character.  In fact, some men with stellar résumés are morally corrupt and continually disobedient.  The reason we believe a résumé shows the real quality of a person is that, in our Greek-based world, we think the value of a person is determined by their production, not by how well they carry the image of God.  God’s résumé is very different.  It doesn’t list any of His accomplishments (and there are quite a few).  Instead, it lists only His character attributes.  This word, hesed, is right at the top of the list.

Hesed is one of those Hebrew words that has a dozen meanings.  Fortunately, all the meanings are related.  Hesed is translated kindness, mercy, goodness, faithfulness, love and loving-kindness.  The classic example of the use of hesed is found in Psalm 136 where it appears twenty-six times.  The important thing about hesed is that it is the basis of all of God’s actions.  So, rather than list all the things that God has done, this word simply provides the reason for all those decisions.  Anything that flows from hesed expresses the nature of God.

If you read the entire thirteenth psalm, you will discover that it begins with a deeply distressed lament about feelings of abandonment.  The Psalmist cries out, “How long will you forget me?”  As he works his way through these horrifying emotions, a change begins to emerge.  Just telling God how terrible life seems to be allows the Psalmist to get a glimpse of God’s true character, and as soon as God’s character comes into view, God’s résumé arrives.  Suddenly the Psalmist understands that every action taken by God rests firmly on His hesed.  What that means completely overshadows any distressed emotion because it proclaims that unwavering faithfulness of God no matter how we might feel at the moment.  That’s why the Psalmist can say that he trusts in God’s hesed.  When life is punctuated by perils, you and I can count on God’s résumé.

Of course, all this discussion of life summaries (résumés) raises an interesting question for each of us.  What about our résumés?  Are they Greek or Hebrew?  Do they focus attention on our accomplishments or on our character?  Are we what we do or are we who we copy?  You might want to reconsider what that paper says about you.  And if you are in the position to hire someone, you might want to rethink what you really need to know about the candidate.  If character attributes are the substance of God’s résumé, shouldn’t they be the substance of ours as well?

Topical Index:  Human Being

September 29  But I in Your kindness do trust, my heart exults in Your rescue.  Psalm 13:6 (Hebrew text translation by Robert Alter)

The Name

Rescue – If you read this verse in most English translations, you might see the word “salvation” here instead of “rescue.”  Don’t worry; the Hebrew word can be translated both ways.  What’s important, however, is the difference between our understanding of salvation and the Hebrew idea of salvation.  That difference is crucial, and it’s one of the reasons why Alter chose the word “rescue.”  Once we see the difference, it changes our outlook on the whole evangelical idea of being saved.  Oh, yes, and by the way, there is something else in this Hebrew word that is really cool.  You’ll see.

The primary meaning of the Hebrew word translated “rescue” or “salvation” is deliverance from distress or danger.  We’ve said it before, but it’s worth saying again.  This word is not about escape from threatening circumstances.  It’s about the provision of reinforcements in the middle of the threatening circumstances.  So, from a Hebrew point of view, salvation isn’t about heaven.  The evangelical emphasis on “Where will you go when you die?” doesn’t recognize this fundamental fact.  As far as the Bible is concerned, without a relationship with God, I am already dead.  Where I go when my body expires makes no difference to my present dead condition.  From a Hebrew perspective, the question is not about what happens after the grave.  The question is about what kind of life I have right now.  The Biblical promise is that I can be alive now by entering into fellowship with the Father.  I can discover what it means to be alive when He provides reinforcements now so that I can fulfill His will on the earth (just as Jesus taught us to pray, by the way).  Heaven is the by-product of this relationship, not the goal.  If I want to experience being alive, I will enter into this relationship and discover that I am regenerated right now and forevermore.

So, when we read this word in the Old Testament, and on the lips of Jesus, we need to disconnect from the penchant of the evangelical idea of getting to heaven.  We need to think in terms of actually living with God in the midst of our trials and tribulations, not escaping from the mess of life.  We are called to redeemed response, not jumping ship.  The reason that the Psalmist rejoices in God’s rescue is because it happens in the middle of all the junk of life.  That’s deliverance.

Now let’s look at the cool part of this word.  The Hebrew word here is yeshua.  Yes, that’s right, it is the same Hebrew word that is the name of the Messiah, Yeshua.  When the men and women of the Old Testament rejoiced in God’s rescue, they were rejoicing in the Messiah Yeshua.  In other words, the Father had been sending the Son to rescue human beings for thousands of years before He arrived in bodily form.  And if you read Hebrew, you would have seen it instantly.  Pretty cool!  
Topical Index:  Salvation
September 30  “And it shall be when your son asks you in time to come, saying “What is this?” then you shall say to him, ‘With a powerful hand the LORD brought us out of Egypt, from the house of slavery.’”  Exodus 13:14
Technological Theology

Say – Too often we are influenced by factors in the culture that are nearly invisible to us.  Unless we take the time to ask deep questions about the culture, we will simply slide along with the masses, never realizing how much of what we think and do is formed by the patterns of this world (to quote Paul).  None of us want this to happen, but most of us don’t really know how to see what’s happening.  We know something isn’t right.  That doesn’t take a genius.  All we have to do is observe the state of moral decay and the general chaos of the world.  But we don’t know how it got like this or what to do about it.  We don’t know where to turn for help.  It’s time to correct that.  It’s time to ask at least one deep question.

What happens to our understanding of God’s presence when we conform to the technology of the written word?  Does this seem like a strange question?  Writing is such a fundamental part of our understanding of the world that we don’t even think about this anymore.  But that wasn’t always the case.  Notice this commandment in Exodus.  Education about God is oral, not written.  How children learn about God is the direct result of the stories that parents tell about God.  The introduction of God in the lives of children comes with all the intonation, inflection, personal dynamics and loving tone of conversation between parents and children.  God’s character is communicated personally, not artificially in written words.  In fact, even more than spoken words are implied in this word ‘amar.  In Hebrew, this word for speaking also includes my thinking and my actions.  To tell someone about God involves what I say, what I think and what I do.  Did you notice that none of it is about what I write?
Ancient Hebrew has no punctuation.  You might wonder why.  The answer is this:  Hebrew was a spoken language.  When I speak, I don’t need punctuation marks.  I put all the punctuation into my voice.  It is a dynamic part of the message.  But when I stop speaking and start writing, all those essential parts of the speech have to be converted to symbols, and of course, the delivery of the message becomes subject to the interpretation of the reader.  In oral communication, the interpretation is incorporated into the message.  That’s why memorization was so important in ancient cultures.  Memorization guaranteed that the exact character of the message was transmitted from one person to the next.

Today there are more than fifty different translations of the Bible in English.  These written variations change the way we think about God.  They allow the reader to interpret the message rather than the speaker.  There is no continuity or consistency from speaker to listener because the written word replaces oral communication.  In the process, my understanding of God changes from personal and dynamic to doctrinal and static.  My appreciation of God’s actual words changes from memorized guidance to verse references.  The Bible becomes a source book rather than a love poem.  And my children learn about God through written stories in classroom settings rather than through my voice as they are held in my arms or while they watch my behavior.  Something happened without us even realizing it.  The result was catastrophic.

Topical Index:  Education

October 1  “We will do all the words that YHWH has spoken.”  Exodus 24:3
Personal Communication

Has Spoken – How is it possible for the people of Israel to say that they will do all the words God has spoken?  God provided a lot of instructions.  In the Bible, there are pages and pages of God’s words about how to live.  Since these ancient people didn’t have books or concordances or lexicons, how did they know all the things that God told them?  The answer is simple:  They memorized what God said.  The implications are worth considering.

First, memorization guarantees faithful transmission.  I am quite sure that there are many things you memorized as a child that you can still recall today, without error.  Think about the times tables.  You have no problem recalling what 7 times 8 is, and you do it every time without error.  You and I are far more capable of memorization than we think we are.  The fact that the Israelites memorized vast portions of Scripture proves the point.  We are lazy because we rely on mechanical aids (called written words) rather than incorporating the spoken words of God into our memories.

Second, memorization produces a uniform message.  The Hebrew disciple of Jesus’ day knew exactly the same words as the Israelites learned at Sinai.  There was no dispute over translation because the memorized words were passed from one generation to the next.  This is all the more obvious in Hebrew because written Hebrew contains only consonants.  All the vowels (and therefore the oral transmission) must be added from memory.  There aren’t dozens of different translations of the text.  There is one memorized body of God’s words.

Third, the one memorized body of God’s words produces a single foundation for the culture.  Of course, there are debates about the application of God’s word, but there is still only one basis for the culture – what God said, committed to memory as the infallible guide for thought and action.  When Hebrew uses the word dabar here, the imagery is revealing.  The consonants D-B-R paint a picture of exactly how speaking works.  The picture is “pathway for the son.”  Do you see what this means?  Speaking is the way that a parent provides a path for the son.  It is the transmission of life guidance from the father to the son.  The fundamental and essential element of communication is relationship.  

In our Greek-based world, communication is about information, not relationship.  Consequently, we think we have “spoken” when we transfer information.  Therefore, writing is communication.  So is information transfer at a distance (like radio and television and e-mail).  In the Greek world, whenever information is passed from one person to another, communication occurs.  That model is the basis of most evangelism and many sermons.  But it isn’t Hebrew!  In order for me to do all the words that God has spoken, I must first be in a personal relationship with Him, as a son to a father.  In the dynamic of that relationship, I actually hear what is said.  Unless the personal relationship exists, no communication really occurs.  With the personal relationship in place, every word spoken by the father becomes life in the son.

Has God spoken to you or did you just gather information?  Have you communicated God’s words to your children or did you just give them information?

Topical Index:  Education
October 2  The fool has said in his heart, “There is no God.”  Psalm 14:1

MQ not IQ

Fool – Answer this question:  Since the Hebrew worldview is about proper action, not proper thinking, what does the word nabal (fool) mean?  Those who have a Greek metaphysics will think of the fool as someone who is intellectually diminished.  In politically correct speech, we would call these people mentally challenged.  But the Bible is not Greek.  It is Hebrew, and in the Hebrew culture a fool is not someone who has difficulty thinking.  A fool is someone who is disobedient, someone whose behavior is not in alignment with God’s truth.  A fool has a low Moral Quotient (MQ), not a low IQ.  The word “fool” is a measure of the end product, not the means.  From the Hebrew perspective, there are a lot of fools in this world.  Some of them are quite intelligent, but they are fools nevertheless.

How do we know that the fool says there is no God?  It’s simple.  We see how these people behave.  They act as though no God watches them.  They make decisions that do not follow God’s instructions.  They think that they can get away with it.  They are the worst kind of fools because their actions make them enemies of God.  The consequences of their moral degradation are severe because they chose to be fools.  Diminished capacity had nothing to do with it.  This is personal, deliberate insanity.

Now, before we go merrily on our way thinking that the Hebrew word nabal only applies to liars, thieves and adulterers, we need to take a look at the kinds of behaviors that characterize a fool.  A good place to start is in 1 Samuel 25, with a man named Nabal.  What did he do?  He refused to offer assistance to David.  He insulted David.  He was arrogant.  He died for this stupidity.  He did many of the same things that we would be inclined to do if we were confronted by men sought by the king.  Instead of listening first to God’s direction, Nabal consulted himself.  He listened to his own instincts for self-preservation and power.  The result was disastrous.  Sometimes a low MQ isn’t as obvious as cheating and stealing.  But it is always connected to a failure to listen to God.

Jesus echoed the same warnings about fools in Matthew 5:22.  To call someone a fool was to judge him morally corrupt.  You better know what you’re saying before you take on God’s role as judge.  There is danger in such arrogance.   The best measure of a fool’s MQ is self-examination.  When I see moral corruption in someone else, it is almost always because I have some familiarity with the subject.  It’s more than likely that I recognize the problem because the other person acts as a mirror, not a lens.  Logs and planks must be removed before specks.

So, this insight into the heart of a fool really becomes a self-critiquing tool.  Where am I out of alignment with the character of God?  Where have I said to myself that this small indiscretion doesn’t matter?  Where have I acted as though I can get away with it?  Most fools are found in the dark.  Much better to live in the light, even if living in the light means letting others see me as I am.

Today, look into your closet.  See if there’s a fool hiding there.

Topical Index:  Obedience
October 3  You shall not bow down to their gods, and you shall not serve them.  And you shall not do according to their works.  But you shall surely pull down and surely you shall smash their idols.  Exodus 23:24

Pay To Play
Smash – Why did God command the Israelites to destroy the altars of the gods of Canaan?  The answer is a bit deeper than the usual, “Do not worship any other god.”  The reason for God’s commandment has a direct bearing on our society, even though we don’t erect idols (or at least we don’t think that we do).

Canaan and the surrounding cultures practiced the religion of fertility cults.  In its simplest terms, fertility cults believed that placating the gods would insure prosperity.  So, they sacrificed babies, engaged in temple prostitution and other rituals in order to insure that their crops would grow, their harvests would be plentiful and their lives would be protected.  God told the Israelites to smash these practices to dust.  Why?  Because thinking like this undermines everything we know about the care, concern and compassion of God.  God is the author, protector and provider of life.  He doesn’t need to be pacified in order to love us.  He doesn’t need to be convinced to do good.  Any practice that intimates that our efforts are necessary to sway the cosmic fate of our lives insults God’s goodness.  The Israelites needed to step completely away from such foolishness, and to do so, they had to destroy even the potential influence of this thinking.

Now that we see what is at stake in God’s commandment, we can ask a contemporary question.  Do we need to smash the same appeasement practices in our lives?  Do we even know what these practices are?  Let’s take a look.

The philosophical idea of a fertility cult is simple:  I must pay for my prosperity.  I have to give up something valuable to me (a child, my virtue, my loyalty) so that the “gods” will give me favorable returns.  In other words, I serve and obey the “gods” in my life who control the purse strings.  To get what I want, I must give them what they want.  Now things look a little more obvious.  What do you give up in order to achieve your version of prosperity?  Do you sacrifice relationships with your children (“Daddy’s too tired.  He has a long day at the office”)?  Do you sacrifice intimacy with your spouse (“I don’t have time for you right now.  I have work to do”).  Do you skirt the edges of obedience (“I know it says Sabbath, but I’ve got to work on Saturday”)?  Do you allow the guiding principle of the fertility mentality to dictate your behavior (“It’s just the cost for being the boss”)?  Perhaps your worship of fertility gods is even more disguised.  Do you tithe in order to receive?  Did you think that God is obligated to take care of you because you attend church regularly or pray daily?  Did you think that being a good person will insure your place in heaven?  Do you convert success into numbers (number of salvations, number of donors, number of dollars)?

Once we make our way through some of this crucial examination, then the next part of the commandment comes into play.  The Hebrew word is shavar (to break into pieces, to scatter, to smash).  It’s not enough to opt out of the fertility mentality.  We are required to stand up against it and pull it down!  We are supposed to obliterate it, to smash it to dust.  Wherever we see people practicing the art of reciprocity, wherever our thoughts or the thoughts of others lead to appeasement for success, we are to say, “NO!  This is not God’s way!”  

Our culture is filled with the idea that prosperity comes through personal sacrifice, luck and service to fickle gods.  We just call them by different names.  Wall Street, OPEC, the Cartel, G7 or FDIC.  Whatever you choose, the principle is the same.  You pay to play.  This is not God’s way, but if you don’t stand up against it, you will soon be buried under it.

Don’t fly off the handle and take a hammer to the altar of money.  Read the rest of Scripture on the proper attitude and use of God’s possessions and assets.  There is more than one way to tear down an idol.  Sometimes it takes a hammer.  Sometimes it takes strong words.  Sometimes it takes re-evaluating our own dependencies.  Sometimes it takes responding to someone else’s need even if it doesn’t benefit me.  But whatever God wants you to do about it, one thing is certain:  in God’s world, you don’t pay an entrance fee.  He already did it for you.

Topical Index:  Prosperity
October 4  The LORD tests the righteous and the wicked  Psalm 11:5

Proof of Life

Tests – I don’t know about you, but I have enough to deal with in life without God adding a few tests here and there.  You would think that if God really loves us, He would remove all those trials, not add to them.  Yes, I know.  We all rationalize life’s difficulties by saying that they are tests of faith, but do we really know why God tests us?  A look at this Hebrew word shows us something we may not have seen before.

The word is bachan.  In Hebrew it refers to any kind of test from tasting food (Job 12:11) to testing loyalty (Genesis 42:15).  It’s used to describe refining metals (Zechariah 13:9) but most of the time it is used of God’s testing men and women.  Let’s look a little deeper to see what this word involves.  

The pictograph of this word (the consonants Bet-Chet-Nun) shows us “something that separates life.”  It’s a picture of being inside a fence that surrounds life.  In other words, the “test” really establishes a border (a fence) that protects the life that is inside.  It separates what is deadly from what is nourishing.  A test is a shield against what would destroy, not an examination of quality.  Even when the word is applied to refining metals, the idea is removing what destroys the purity of gold or silver.  That’s what God’s tests do for us.  Each one is designed to protect us from harm by removing what will corrupt and destroy the life God has given.  No wonder James tells us to rejoice when we have trials and tests.  Each one is life insurance.

So, what do God’s tests look like?  Just like life insurance policies, tests come in all shapes and sizes.  And just like life insurance policies, they all have one thing in common.  They are always about trusting Him.  From the simplest suggestion to the greatest trial, God’s tests are designed to lead us toward greater trust.  Why?  Because trust is the absolute foundation of our relationship with God.  Where there is little trust, the relationship is weak.  Where there is no trust, the relationship doesn’t exist.  Oh, yes, by the way, trust is a verb, not a noun.  It can only be seen in action, not in creeds or doctrines.  If I trust God, it will show in my behavior.  If it doesn’t show in the way I act, then I don’t trust Him no matter what I say.

Because the issue of trust is at the heart of these tests, the examinations are tailored to each one of us.  You might find yourself tested over something almost unnoticeable, like the humility needed to accept criticism from your spouse without attempting to justify yourself.  Or you might find yourself in a major faith challenge.  My guess is that there are a lot more tiny tests than we recognize.  As God raises our awareness, we find that He is putting up fences all around us.  All we have to do is step inside and close the gate.

In the final analysis, God is interested in proof of life.   Since life is only in Him, tests determine the quality of life we have under His care.  He wants us to enjoy that maximum living relationship that we can have.  To help us get to that place, He provides fences and gates.  They are for our protection, not for His analysis.  God already knows what our trust level is, but He also knows what it could be if we just step inside the fence.  Maybe tests aren’t so bad after all.
Topical Index:  Safety

October 5  Because the palace has been abandoned, the populated city forsaken.  Hill and watch-tower have become caves forever.  Isaiah 32:14

Who’s Looking Out For You

Watch-tower – Yesterday we looked at the Hebrew word for “test” (bachan).   Today we can see the same word, bachan, with a different meaning – watchtower.  Now we can understand the idea of testing even more clearly.  Tests are the way God watches out for you.  

In our cultural obsession with examinations, we usually have a negative reaction to the idea of tests.  We think of the competitive nature of an exam, with its numerical assessment of winners and losers.  We imagine that God’s tests are like tests in school, designed to see if we are acceptable or not.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  This perspective is based in the Greek metaphysics of a universe viewed as mathematical.  The mathematical universe ranks relative worth by numerical assessment.  Even the Greek translation of the Old Testament rests on this metaphysics when it translates bachan with Greek words that mean “to examine” or “to judge.”
This is not the Hebrew idea of the world.  From a Hebrew perspective, the world is relational, not numerical.  So, a test is a fence that protects you, in exactly the same way that a watchtower is supposed to protect the inhabitants of the city from enemies.  Isaiah’s use of this word shows us that God is looking out for you in every encounter that requires trusting Him.  Unless God acts as your watchtower, you are vulnerable to all kinds of attack.  Like an early warning system, God’s tests prepare you for attack so that when it comes, you will have a long, established  history of trusting Him.  

There are a few more things we need to learn about this word.  It seems that bachan is used almost exclusively in connection with people, not things.  It almost always has a religious connotation.  Finally, in more than half of its occurrences, this word seems to suggest knowledge that is purely intuitive and intellectual as opposed to knowledge that results from actions.  So, while we think of tests as behavioral demonstrations, God may actually think of tests in terms of attitudes and motivations.   God discerns our intentions, attitudes and motives through bachan (test) in the same way that a guard in the watchtower discerns the intentions and motives of those approaching the city.

The next time a trial comes your way, look up.  Raise your eyes to the height of the watchtower and see your Lord and Master discerning your attitudes and intentions.  Pay attention to His call for you to come inside the protective walls of the city.  See His concern about your safety.  He’s watching out for you.

Topical Index:  Safety
October 6  and you were dead in your trespasses and sins, in which you formerly walked according to the course of this world   Ephesians 2:1-2
Dead Men’s Rules
Were Dead – When did you die?  That’s not the usual question you get on applications, is it?  We usually get a question about your birth.  Of course, from a biblical perspective, questions about your birth date are absurd.  Why?  Because no matter when you were ushered into this world, you arrived dead.  The fact that you walk and talk, breathe and eat is merely part of the state of denial.  From God’s point of view, you’re six feet under until you recover a relationship with Him.  

It’s unfortunate that the usual translation of this Greek text doesn’t quite communicate the shocking truth.  You see, the Greek says, “you being dead.”  The words are ontas nekrous.  Did you notice that the biblical perspective is a continuous state of death?  As long as you are caught in your trespasses and sins, you are really experiencing a continuous state of being dead.  You didn’t arrive at some point in “life” where sins overtook you and you died.  No, you have been dead all the time.  Wherever sin reigns, death is the immediate consequence, even if it isn’t immediately noticeable.

Paul reminds his readers that they existed as dead people while sin dominated their behavior.  During this time, they walked according to the schematics of this world.  Because they were as dead as everyone around them, they didn’t notice the difference.  How could they?  When everyone eats the same meal, no one notices the residual bad breath.  Thinking that what they were experiencing was living, they went on being dead by acting according to the rules of the dead.  What a tragic and terrible thing!

Of course, there is an answer to this pathetic condition.  You really can have a “birth” day, a day when you actually start living.  Since life is in Him and nowhere else, your real birthday is the day that you move from being dead to being alive.  Notice that both states are continuous.  The biblical point of view is really backwards (at least from the way we normally think).  We all start out being dead and some of us are later born.  Unfortunately, most remain dead.  

How can you tell the difference?  To start with, those who are being alive don’t walk according to dead men’s rules.  They are radically different because they are alive.  It’s pretty easy to spot them.  They are the ones who sing in the graveyard.  They praise their Redeemer among the tombs.  They aren’t weeping in the cemeteries.  While the world is really just a vast collection of moving coffins, those who are alive stand out like sore thumbs.  Watch for the living.  They do not act like the dead.  When you find them, join the celebration.  Being alive is pretty cool.

Topical Index:  Sin

October 7  and you were dead in your trespasses and sins, in which you formerly walked according to the course of this world   Ephesians 2:1-2
Par

The Course – So, now we know that being dead is tied to a particular kind of activity.  Paul calls it “walking according to the course of this world.”  Of course, “walking” is a Hebrew idiom for behavior.  When I was dead, my actions demonstrated my true state.  Now that I have been redeemed, those former actions should no longer be part of my being alive.  That makes sense, doesn’t it?  The only problem is that we don’t have a very clear picture of those former actions.  We get all confused.  We think that Paul is only talking about moral behavior.  So, we concentrate of the drinking, dancing and smoking rules or the praying, participating and attending requirements.  We convert being alive into another set of dead men’s rules, and it’s all so mixed up that we actually debate among ourselves about the virtues of Christian behaviors.

Paul uses the word aion, meaning “age”.  He wants us to see the patterns of the age of human self-sufficiency, the age of the domination of sin.  We won’t be able to look at all the patterns of this world, but we can look at one of them – one that is so much a part of our worldview that we don’t even think about it.  Nevertheless, this one pattern has devastating effects on how we think, choose and act.  It’s as powerful as it is hidden.  Now is the time to uncover it.

It’s all about numbers.  The Greek view of reality is based on mathematics.  In other words, the Greeks believed that reality was ultimately reducible to mathematical description.  What is real is capable of being expressed numerically.  Anything that can’t be reduced to numbers just isn’t real.  Furthermore, numerical values determine the worth of everything.  Numerical values determine the order and structure of everything.  Just think about this for a minute (ah, “for a minute” is already a conversion to numerical value, isn’t it?).  You run your life by the clock.  Time is measured by the standard progression of numerical values.  Did you know that the mechanical clock wasn’t invented until the 1400’s?  How did people live before then?  It’s difficult for us to imagine a world without clocks.

You measure the worth of things, and yourself, in terms of numerical values.  If it costs more, it’s more valuable; or if you make more money, you are more valuable.  Really?  If Johnny gets an A, he is a “better” person than Tom who gets a D.  Why?  If my church has 10,000 members, it’s more successful than the church with 12 members.  Really?  Begin to observe how much of your life is governed by the metaphysical presupposition of numerical value and you will see how insidious this pattern of the world really is.  Think about all your behavior, value assessments and conceptions that are controlled by numerical expressions.  What have you given away to join forces with this Greek view?

Now ask yourself if this is the view of the Bible.  What does God count as valuable:  numbers or relationship?  What’s more important:  accomplishments or devotion?  What matters in biblical time:  work or rest?  For this last one, you might re-consider the fact that the beginning of a biblical day is the evening, when you rest.  These are just a few thoughts to help you see how subtle the course of this world really is.  Now, what will you do about it?

Topical Index: World
October 8   according to the ruler of the authority of the air, the spirit now working in the sons of disobedience  Ephesians 2:2
The Big Blue

Authority of the Air – In spite of this very odd phrase, you don’t have to worry that you will encounter Satan’s minions when your airplane leaves the ground.  It’s not about the atmosphere.  Nevertheless, we need to understand what Paul has in mind here if we are going to be aware of the subtlety and ruthlessness of the ruler of this age. 

Paul’s use of the metaphor of the “air” demonstrates just how powerful and how subtle the rule of the enemy actually is.  No one thinks much about the air that surrounds us but it is a very important factor in living.  We only notice it when something goes wrong, like a tornado or the loss of breath.  The rest of the time, it is our invisible reality.  In the same way, unless we deliberately pay attention to the reality of the authority of the ruler of this age, we will breathe in his plans and purposes without ever realizing it.  If you’re going to be a part of the Kingdom, you will need an oxygen mask.  You can’t breathe the air of this age and not expect it to affect you.  

Notice how Paul constructs this metaphor.  It’s not just the air of the age.  It is the authority that is ubiquitous and invisible.  Yes, I know that several translation use the word “power” but the Greek is exousia, “authority”.  Actually, the entire spiritual battle is about authority.  Satan challenges God’s rightful authority and he is actively at work manipulating anyone and anything to endorse that challenge.  There was never a battle about power.  God’s power is unquestioned.  It’s mythology to believe that God and Satan are fighting a battle over power, or even over good and evil.  The battle is about authority.  It always has been about authority and it always will be about authority until God ends the conflict with power.  So, the armaments that you need are not implements of power.  The armaments you need are the implements of authority and since authority can only be granted, not earned, the weapons of this warfare come from submitting to God’s authority rather than Satan’s.  In other words, God wins this war when we submit to Him, not when we attempt to gather spiritual power to defeat the already-beaten enemy.  Satan might temporarily have authority over the spirit of this age, but his only tactic left is to delude as many as he can into endorsing his attempted coup.  He knows it’s over.  He just wants to take as many as possible with him because in doing so he wounds God’s heart of compassion.

What can we learn from this verse about today’s behaviors?  We can start by examining our understanding of power versus authority.  We can examine our quest for power, recognizing that power plays into the hands of this deceitful enemy.  Think of it like this:  Power is ultimately ego-centric.  It is focused on me.  When I have power or try to gain power, I am accumulating.  Authority, on the other hand, is focused on the one who grants it, not on me.  I bear the image of the grantor.  I have no authority without the grantor.  So, it can never be about me.  In order to have authority, I have to submit to the one who grants it.  The more I submit, the more authority I have – but none of it is mine.

How do we use this information to battle the authority of the air?  It’s really pretty simple.  Wherever power raises its head in our lives, we give it away.  Wherever authority calls us, we submit.  No, it’s not what you think.  Submission is not always compliance, as we shall see.  

Topical Index:  Authority
October 9  according to the ruler of the authority of the air, the spirit now working in the sons of disobedience  Ephesians 2:2
Active Ingredients

Working – We are quite familiar with this Greek word.  It is energeo, our root for energy.  Please notice that the focus is on activity, not cognition.  The expressions of the ruler of this age are demonstrated in the actions taken by those under his influence.  These actions show up in production, work, operations and effectiveness.  What Paul says is that we can literally see the effects of disobedience by what disobedience produces – and it’s not always moral corruption, as we will discover.

It’s very difficult to step outside the presuppositions of our own culture in order to examine the atmosphere we live in.  Because it flows almost unconsciously through the processes and systems of our world, we assume that this is just the way things are done.  It’s like thinking that God moved the day of worship from the Sabbath to Sunday when the truth is that the Holy Roman Catholic Church and the emperor deliberately changed the day nearly 1700 years ago.  Now it seems so much a part of worship that we don’t even realize we are breaking a commandment.  The same is true for many elements of the actions of the disobedient.  It seems perfectly normal to think that more information and better technology will be a benefit to mankind.  That is the mantra of the new society.  But history suggests that “more” is not the panacea we thought it would be.  We are awash in information, but our lives are not better for it.  In fact, the sheer volume of information directly contributes to the feelings of helplessness and meaninglessness that plagues us.  Progress isn’t necessarily good.  We progressed from the bow and arrow to the nuclear bomb.  Are we better off as a result?  We moved from the Word of God to God’s words in a dozen different translations.  Does that make knowing Him easier?  Or does it move us toward bickering, dissension and general discouragement about ever knowing what God really said?  

One of the characteristics of the energy working in the sons of disobedience shows itself in the belief that information itself is good.  But just knowing more and more leads to less and less connectedness.  This is the inevitable consequence of the Greek metaphysics of human measurement.  If Man is the true measure of all things, then there is no information unworthy of knowing, since I alone give information its value.  The end of this game is the bankruptcy of knowing.  I may know more and more, but I end up with mountains of useless facts because none of it is connected to a purpose greater than me, and information disconnected from purpose is garbage.  Unless we have a guide to what is valuable and what is not valuable, the world’s system of information overload will drown all of us in a sea of free-floating bits and bytes.  Now you know why Paul (and the Bible) restricts the amount of information that is good for us.  The Greek mind has no boundaries on knowledge, but the Bible absolutely does.  Some things are not worth knowing.

Part of the temptation of Havvah (Eve) is the seductive appeal to be able to decide this question by ourselves.  Greek metaphysics is a lot older than Greece.  If you want to see the end result of all this, take a hard look at the current world chaos.  We know more and more about everything that doesn’t matter.  We have lost our mooring lines because we have decided that we will determine what is worth knowing.  The Bible teaches something quite different, but if you believe what the Bible teaches, you will have to stand up against a tidal wave of the systems of this world.  You will be called “antiquated,” “irrelevant” or “obstructionist.”  You will be considered old fashioned or a fanatic.  The sons of disobedience do not like restrictions on anything.  

Perhaps it’s worth a little reflection to ask yourself if you are determining the value of information by yourself or if you are paying attention to the guidelines that come from God.  What are the active ingredients in your choices, His Words or your assessments?

Topical Index:  Disobedience

October 10  Among them we too all formerly lived in the lusts of our flesh, indulging the desires of the flesh and of the mind  Ephesians 2:3

Hebrew in Greek

Lived – Of course we all formerly lived according to the authority of this age.  The whole idea behind conversion is a change in life, not simply a new vocabulary.  But this translation doesn’t do justice to the depth of Paul’s word.  In order to see just how much of a change Paul has in mind, we need to take a closer look at this Greek word in Hebrew.  

One of the most important words in Hebrew is shuv.  It means to turn, to return, to turn back, to repent (which is turning back to God) and a dozen other nuances about changing direction.  This word is used hundreds of times in the Old Testament.  It is the deep expression of God’s desire that we turn from our foolishness and disobedience and return to Him.  Paul knew all of this.  So, when he chose the Greek word anastrepho, he most certainly had shuv in mind because anastrepho is not just a word about living.  It is a word that means to turn back, to turn again and to turn oneself around.  Applied to life in general, it summarizes moving about and among.  That’s why it’s translated “lived”.  But behind this word is the idea of turning (shuv).  What Paul has in mind is not just living; it is living a turned around and returned life.  You could translate this verse as “Among them we too all formerly acted as ones turned around.”  
Now let’s pay attention to the direction of Paul’s comment.  Did you notice that his words imply that we once turned (lived) in the wrong direction.  When we lived according to the authority of this age, we were going in the wrong direction.  All of us were marching toward destruction.  In fact, from a biblical perspective, we were already destroyed since God sees things from their finished point of view, not from their place in progress. 

This helps.  Now you have a quick measuring stick in your battle against the authority of this age by asking the simple question:  “Which direction does this take me?”  Think of the finish, not the progress.  Remember, God always starts what He finishes.  He looks at everything from its final conclusion.  All the intermediate actions and circumstances are either aligned with the final conclusion or they are not aligned.  Only those that line up with the goal count.  In contrast, this world is all about progress.  It seduces us into looking at our relative position in the flow.  So we think, “Well, I’m not doing so badly right now.”  But God looks at the end and measures all the intermediate actions by that end.  The only direction that matters is the one with the right finish line.

You can see this in the life of Jesus.  From a purely human point of view, Jesus appears to simply wander around.  If there’s a plan, it’s not obvious.  Yes, His encounters with others are marvelous, but they aren’t very efficient, are they?  He never seems to be in a hurry.  He is off in His own world.  But once we see that all of His actions are governed by God’s finish line, then His life looks very different to us.  Jesus is always proceeding in the same direction.  That’s what Paul is talking about.  Once we were turned in a direction that led to utter collapse.  As long as we proceeded in that direction, everything we did (no matter how noble) was measured by that finish line.  Now we must turn around and measure our actions according to a new finish line.  We must become the body of the turned around ones.  Which direction are you headed today?

Topical Index:  Repentance
October 11  Among them we too all formerly lived in the lusts of our flesh, indulging the desires of the flesh and of the mind  Ephesians 2:3
Graves of Greed

Desires – Desires are not neutral.  They have specific direction.  In other words, David can ask God to put God’s desires in his heart (one direction) and Paul can warn us about following our own desires (the other direction).   Some desires are important and valuable; others are dangerous and worthless.  The problem is that until we have a guide outside ourselves, we really can’t tell which direction a desire is going to take us.  The only thing we know for sure is that we are messing with dynamite.

Paul uses the Greek word epithumia.  It’s a word about the explosive quality of unleashed passion.   In the New Testament, it is generally associated with lust and carries a very negative connotation.  It’s connected to orge (wrath).  The imagery is volcanic; a violent boiling up, an impulse, usually connected with food or sex.  This potential destructive force within is why Paul cautions us to “keep the body under.”  God guides, but He doesn’t provide discipline.  That is something you and I have to do.

It’s worth noting that this Greek word is connected to the Hebrew ta’awa.  Paul certainly knew this.  Perhaps Paul had the story in Numbers 11:31-35 in mind.  It’s a classic case of the disaster that befalls those who will not discipline themselves.  God hears the cry of Israel and provides them with meat.  Quail rain down from the sky.  But their basic lust and ingratitude shows itself in the mad rush to accumulate as much as they possibly can, far more than they could ever need.  What happens?  Before they can finish eating the meal, a plague sweeps through the camp and many die.  The place of this tragic event is called qibrot-hatta’awa.  You can see the word ta’awa in this place name.  And what does it mean?  The Graves of Greed.  A lot of Israelites found that the Graves of Greed was their last stop on earth.

You and I can learn something from this story.  The lesson isn’t easy.  What’s required is the discernment of the Spirit working within and a very thorough understanding of God’s Word working without.  The kinds of desires that move us toward Graves of Greed seem to have at least one thing in common – the passion to possess.  There’s a Greek word for this – eros.  In fact, the Greeks considered eros to be the fundamental means for attaining personal fulfillment.  We are what we make of ourselves.  We are what we can accumulate for ourselves.  Of course, we can accumulate good things as well as evil things.  While we are naturally inclined to distinguish between these two categories, we seem to be blind to the common factor – accumulating!  The reason that the Israelites died at qibrot-hatta’awa had nothing to do with their hunger.  They died because they were not content with what God provided.  They demanded more and when they got it, they hoarded it.  They died from excess. They accumulated without recognizing God’s requirement for grateful distribution.  

Now the point comes home.  We also live in a culture of pointless accumulation.  We think that “having” is the solution to life’s problems.  We reject contentment as unfulfilling and demeaning.  We are camping on the edge of the open graves.  It won’t take much to fall in . . .  just one more something.

Topical Index:  Possessions

October 12  Among them we too all formerly lived in the lusts of our flesh, indulging the desires of the flesh and of the mind  Ephesians 2:3
Head Trips

Flesh/ Mind – It’s no surprise.  When we were without the guidance of the Spirit, when we were resistant to submission to the Father and when we existed without a relationship with Yeshua, our desires led us around like a dog on a leash.  Paul experienced this.  So did we.  But just before we rush off to proclaim the wonders of His grace and the freedom of His authority, we need to take a minute to reflect on the subtle depth of these desires.  Unless we know what they look like, we won’t see the red flags in time to step away from the edge of the Graves of Greed.

In perfect Greek style, Paul uses the terms sarx (flesh) and dianoia (mind).  We think this way, separating body from mind.  So, we might conclude that Paul has two kinds of desires in view:  those of the flesh (like sex, food, pleasure) and those of the mind (like greed, power, pride).  The Roman Catholic tradition follows just this kind of Greek philosophy when it divides sin into two categories.  Fortunately, Paul is neither Catholic nor Greek.  In spite of the words here, Paul sees something else.  Paul’s view is holistic.  In human living, there is no real separation between flesh and mind.  What happens in one area affects the other.  From the Hebrew perspective, every human being is a unified whole person, not a connected body, mind and soul.  That’s why the Old Testament places so much emphasis on action.  What happens inside shows up outside.  Out of a man’s heart comes his true character, demonstrated in observable behavior.

So, while it might be comforting to imagine a separation between body and mind, it isn’t biblical.  It might be nice to think that if I control my outward actions, if I don’t do anything, then my thoughts haven’t really materialized into sin.  That’s the view of our contemporary culture.  After all, you can’t arrest a man for thinking about robbing a bank.  But this is not God’s view.  The Bible is the only book of religious instruction that legislates what we can think about as well as what we can do.  From God’s perspective, righteousness extends to my thought life as well as my behavior.  I am not free to think about anything I want to.  That might be the Greek way, but it is not the Hebrew way.  There are some things that I am not supposed to think about at all.

Does that seem impossible?  If I tell you not to think about a red rabbit, the first thing that comes into your mind is a red rabbit.  You just thought about it.  You couldn’t help it.  Now you know why Paul says that God’s instructions were intended for our good, but they actually introduced us to what was evil.  The unintended consequence of “Do not commit adultery” is that I think about adultery.  How am I supposed to be righteous when all this seems to work against me?

Paul’s answer is found in the word “indulge.”  Thoughts will come into our minds.  The question is what direction we take those thoughts.  Do we play them over and over, or do we make them captive to the Christ?  Before we turned around, most of us had no control over our minds, but now we can, not because we have become supermen, but because we offer our thoughts on the altar.  It’s a daily exercise, isn’t it? (see Romans 12:11)

Topical Index:  Sin
October 13  being darkened in their understanding, excluded from the life of God, because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the hardness of their heart;  Ephesians 4:18

Shadow World

Understanding – Do you remember the two words that Paul uses to describe indulging in desires?  They are sarx (flesh) and dianoia (mind).  Now Paul sheds more light on the meaning of “mind.”  The same word is translated here as “understanding.”  If we pay attention, we will discover just what desires of the mind look like.

Some things are obvious.  These desires move us into the shadow world, a place where our ability to discern direction is diminished.  It’s like trying to find a street address from a moving vehicle at night.  It’s just too hard to see.  No matter how much you strain to see the numbers, they aren’t clear.  You can’t tell if you’re going in the right direction.  When my mind is darkened by disobedience, I lose track of my direction.

Second, this diminished capacity to discern direction means that we move away from life with God.  We start to trust our instincts.  We listen to our heart.  We are guided by the inner voice rather than God’s Words.  The result is a dimmer reality.  We add artificial light in order to operate.  That artificial light comes from all kinds of sources other than Scripture.  It might be our traditions or our inclinations.  It might be the cultural assumptions or the mores of the society, but whatever it is, it begins to replace the Word of God.  No matter how much we increase the intensity, blind people just can’t see.  Paul points out that this is moral and spiritual blindness.  It is the direct result of resistance and rebellion (hardness of heart).  Of course, we already know that this blindness affects every part of who we are and who we become.

A careful look at the Greek word here will show us something else.  Dianoia is not quite the same at the usual Greek word for mind, nous.  Nous holds a special place in Greek thinking because it is the seat of reason, that faculty that separates men from animals.  Dianoia suggests something a little different.  It is about the activated mind.  It is reason turned toward some subject, reason engaged in some project or reason resolved to accomplish some task.  In other words, this Greek word is like the Hebrew word for “heart.”  It describes the active engagement of the person, a commitment toward some objective.  Now we see why those men and women who refuse to submit to God often seem to be unable to “see” what’s happening in their lives.  Perception is a function of transmission clarity.  I see much more clearly when my vision is not constrained by shadows or obstacles.  From God’s point of view, true vision depends on God’s point of view.  To imagine that we can see clearly without looking at things from God’s perspective is sheer folly.  Whenever we think we understand on our own terms, we’re wrong.

Now we recognize that Paul's choice of dianoia is not about random, fleeting thoughts.  It is about the kind of thoughts that activate my direction.  It is the stuff I dwell on.
What’s the solution to life in the shadow world?  It’s submission to God’s authority.  It’s deliberately deciding to not think for myself, but rather rely on His Word.  That doesn’t mean I put aside my intellect.  It means that I train my intellect to think after God; just what we’re trying to do today.

Topical Index:  Mind
October 14  But I am afraid, lest as the serpent deceived Eve by his craftiness, your minds should be led astray from the simplicity and purity of devotion to Christ.  2 Corinthians 11:3
Cause of Death
Should Be Led Astray – Diphtheria used to be one of the leading causes of death in children.  Thanks to vaccines, that is no longer the case.  When someone is infected, the bacteria form a false membrane in the throat, ultimately preventing the victim from breathing.  It’s a slow and terrible death.  We need to think about that image when we read this word in Paul’s letter. To describe the condition of being led away from the truth, Paul uses the Greek word phtheiro.  It doesn’t mean just to lead astray.  It means to make rotten, to corrupt.  It is diphtheria of the mind.  And it’s lethal.

How can someone contract spiritual diphtheria?  According to Paul, the disease first attacks through craftiness.  Of course, what Paul has in mind is the Hebrew word ‘arum (see August 10 – Genesis 3:1).  We know that this word is connected with disordered existence.  As clever as the serpent might have been, his objective was to bring about chaos.  He has been after that goal ever since.  So, Paul is not telling us that we need “simple” faith, as though anything complicated or complex is somehow not spiritual.  What Paul suggests is that the message of Yeshua is ordered.  It is consistent, coherent and comprehensive.  There are no loose ends, no rabbit trails, no secret mysteries.  God laid out the plan clearly and in great depth.  The plan is directional, operational and organized.  When you are confronted by teaching that leads off on some tangent, or that requires you to ignore some part of God’s Word, or that brings in lots of other opinions, be careful.  You just might die from asphyxiation.

Please notice that there is no suggestion here that faith must avoid serious thought.  Often we wax nostalgic about simple faith.  We would love to have a faith so pure and clean that it moves mountains.  But don’t be fooled.  If Yeshua memorized the Scriptures (like all serious and devout first-century Jews), you can be assured that he spent considerable time developing a deep and vibrant intellectual faith.  Of course, His actions were aligned with that understanding.  That’s why it was simple and pure, but it wasn’t simplistic.  Yes, we need that child-like trust that allows unwavering dependence on the Father, but none of God’s Words are only surface deep.  In fact, if we never go beneath the skin, we won’t build the kind of spiritual resistance we need when craftiness shows itself.

This translation adds the word “devotion” in the final thought.  By adding the idea of devotion, the translation shifts from outward compliance to the order of God’s government to inner assurance of care and comfort.  This is a mistake – and a potential trap.  My inner experience of God’s blessing depends on my behavioral alignment with His instructions.  If I want God’s order in my life, it will take more than feeling good about Him.  It will take obedience, something that Eve lacked.  Let’s be careful.  One way that we can contract spiritual diphtheria is by chasing the good feelings of religious experience without the necessary, required behavioral changes.  I don’t care if you liked the sermon on Sunday.  I want to know how it will change your behavior on Monday.  If it doesn’t, it will lead to disordered living and you’ll get sick.

Topical Index:  Faith 
October 15  Now return to YHWH your God, for He is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger, abounding in lovingkindness and relenting of evil  Joel 2:13

Emotional Influence

Relenting – What exactly does this mean?  Does God relax His hatred for evil?  Does He yield to it?  That’s what “relent” would imply, that somehow God lessens His stance toward evil.  But that’s simply impossible.  All Scripture portrays God as absolutely holy.  God’s opposition to evil never lessens.  So, why does Joel include this attribute in God’s character?

The word occurs more than 100 times, but there are only nine occurrences of this Hebrew verb na​ham where God is the subject.  They are all difficult, principally because they imply that God “repents” (the common translation of this verb).  You can see the classic example in Genesis 6:5-8.  It’s hard to imagine that God would “repent” of anything.  After all, every action He takes is a result of His holiness, so there is nothing to repent of.  Whatever this verb means when it is applied to God, it certainly cannot mean that God needs to turn back from anything He has done according to His will.  We will have to look deeper to see what’s happening here.  By looking deeper, we can actually learn something important about repentance.

Let’s look at the pictograph first.  The consonants Nun-Chet-Mem (N-H-M)* paint the picture of a fence that separates life from chaos.  Can you see that repentance establishes a fence between us and disordered existence?  When we confess and return to God’s instructions, God puts a fence between us and destruction.  This is the first piece of our puzzle.

The second piece comes from something about the use of this word.   All of the meanings of naham (and there are many) are tied to a deep emotional distress that results in outward action.  Since Hebrew is a phenomenal language, it describes things as they appear to the reader.  For example, God doesn’t have arms and yet Hebrew describes God’s outstretched arm.  God’s powerful actions appear to the observer the way a mighty warrior would act.
Let’s apply these two pieces to Joel’s description of God.  What we learn is this:  God’s heart is so filled with compassion and grace that the thought of His creation being swallowed by chaos causes Him distress, so much so that He extends Himself on behalf of the lost creation beyond all human imagining.  He is appalled at the sight of evil consuming the lives of those He created.  Consequently, He acts, providing a fence around all those who come to Him.  He patiently waits.  He longs for our return.  He rushes to meet us at the slightest hint of our willingness to change.  So, here naham expresses the emotional intensity that brings about God’s actions on our behalf even when we were standing outside His protective fence.  That is just who God is!

What have we learned?  If we apply naham to our lives, we learn that God runs to greet us when we show the least sign of return (the father in the parable of the prodigal).  We also learn that we are to do the same.   We must rush to welcome those who seek forgiveness.  He did it for us.  Are we not to follow Him?

* Notice the underscore mark below the H.  That tells you that this is the letter chet, not hey.  It is pronounced like the German ach, a guttural sound from the back of the throat.

Topical Index:  Repentance

October 16  Now return to YHWH your God, for He is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger, abounding in lovingkindness and relenting of evil  Joel 2:13

Multiples
Gracious – If there were ever a Hebrew phrase worth remembering, this is it: hannun ve.rahum (gracious and compassionate).  Don’t forget the guttural h.  While the words don’t have the same poetic repetition in other languages, in Hebrew we see their phonetic similarities.  But there are a lot more common elements than just the sounds.

Hannun is never used to describe the mercy of men.  It is a God-adjective.  It’s found in the classic self-definition of God’s character (Exodus 34:6).  It is used to explain God’s benevolence toward specific categories of people, namely, the oppressed, those who reverence Him, those who repent and those who are under judgment.  It is sometimes translated as merciful.  It is connected to hen, a noun that means “grace” or “favor”, but it has the unusual characteristic of being only about God.  The pictograph of “grace” is “a fence around life.”  The first letter (h) is “fence.”  The second letter (n) is “life.”  The adjective hannun adds to this picture.  Can you see what is added?  The n is repeated two more times.  God’s grace builds a fence around life three times.  Now what do you suppose that means?

Most of us think like Greeks.  We imagine that the life God rescues is each individual life.  So, when we think about God’s fence around life, we think in individual terms; that God rescues my life by fencing me in.  But God’s perspective is a bit bigger than that.  What does God think about when He puts a fence around life?  Well, He certainly thinks about individuals, but His perspective also equally includes community.  God’s grace shows itself in actions toward the community.  Evangelicals have a tendency to limit grace to individual salvation, but this isn’t the way the Bible typically understands rescue.  It is a community affair.  It was from the very beginning.  Adam and Havvah are a community.  So are we.  Furthermore, God’s view of life stretches across the ages, recognizing that each person is represented as part of a lineage.  Now you know why God says that He hears the bloods of Abel crying from the ground.  Each of us represents many of God’s children, past and future.  

Moreover, God’s view of life is not temporally limited.  We think of life as the time between birth and the grave, but obviously that is not how God views life.  Grace is an eternal attribute and necessity.  God’s fence doesn’t end when the last human being dies.  There is much more to life than we can imagine and some day we will be privileged to experience more of it.

So, it’s appropriate that this adjective, used exclusively of God, is not just about a fence around one life, but rather a fence around many lives.  Perhaps we need some spiritual adjustment here.  If God’s graciousness is so expansive, maybe our feeble attempts to mimic His character must be enlarged.  Maybe our benevolence needs to take on a community and an eternal perspective.  How can it do that?  We could start by recognizing our tendencies toward exclusion.  We could make sure that we are as open to include others as God is.  We could open our hearts to those we consider enemies or outsiders.  We could ask if our grace has edges because apparently God’s does not.
Topical Index:  Community

October 17  “A pupil is not above his teacher; but everyone, after he has been trained, will be like his teacher.”  Luke 6:40

Training Days
Pupil – What is your model for education?  For almost all of us, it’s the classroom setting.  An expert presents information to students.  The students listen, take notes and remember the information.  Then they regurgitate.  From kindergarten to graduate school, from factory floor to executive board rooms, this is the typical way we educate.  Even the translation of this Greek verse advocates this model.  But it’s not what Jesus has in mind.  

In order to understand how radically different the Biblical method of education is from the Greek model that dominates our world, we must re-translate verses like this one.  We must pay close attention to the implications of the words.  First, do you notice that the translation “pupil” for the Greek mathetes conjures up the classroom setting?  Teacher and pupils brings to mind the kind of classes we have even in the church.  If we knew that the Greek word meant disciple, then the classroom setting isn’t quite so compelling.  After all, disciples can be taught anywhere.  But this isn’t the only problem.

Looking deeper we discover that the Greek word itself is based in a rigorous, static paradigm.  Look closely at the Greek word and you will see its root in mathematics.  This word begins with the idea of transferring correct answers and static formulae from one person to another.  It implies learning the rules of the fixed game so that the student has the right information.  It is not a life-transformation kind of word.  The reason we get disciple is that this Greek word was translated into the Latin disciplus, from a word that means “to study.”
Of course, Jesus didn’t use these words.  He used the Hebrew word talmid.  That makes an enormous difference.  A talmid was a follower of a sage (a rabbi), but he was not an uneducated pupil.  The difference between a sage and a talmid was this:  A sage could answer any question regarding matters from the Scripture while a talmid could answer questions that related to his particular area of expertise in the Scripture.  In other words, a talmid was a subject-matter expert, but a sage was an expert in all subjects.  This radically changes our view of the relationship between master and disciple.  We typically think that disciples are equivalent to students who know next to nothing and need to learn everything.  We would be much better served if we thought of the master as a world-famous consultant and the disciples as subject-matter experts who come to the master in order to rise to his level of broad expertise.  

Now notice what Jesus says in the Hebrew context.  The purpose of the master-disciple relationship is to make the disciple into a sage (master).  How is this done?  In the Hebrew model, this is accomplished by spending an extraordinary amount of time participating in life with the master, because from the Hebrew perspective it is never simply transferring the information.  That would not make the disciple a sage.  To be a sage is to live according to the teaching.  When that is accomplished, the talmid becomes the sage.

So, what do we do now?  First, we must revise our entire outlook on education.  We must stop being information-transfer organizations.  Secondly, we must bring our subject-matter experts under the mentorship of a sage.  Discipleship is not for novices.  Thirdly, we must train subject-matter experts in Scripture from Scripture.  Memorization, etymologies, cultural background and textual study must be first, not last.  And just as God suggests, it must begin at home, in the kitchen.  Sunday school is exactly what is says – a poor Greek substitute for true Hebrew discipleship, but if that’s all we have to start with, then that’s where we start.  Transform it into God’s educational model and stop being Greek.  Get off the milk diet!

Topical Index:  Education
October 18  “A pupil is not above his teacher; but everyone, after he has been trained, will be like his teacher.”  Luke 6:40

Graduation Day

Has Been Trained – Do you want to know Jesus’ replacement theology?  It has absolutely nothing to do with “grace” replacing “law”.  That is church mythology.  Jesus’ replacement theology is about taking over His position as sage. Unless we keep this goal in mind, our attempts at education, training and discipleship will be shortchanged.  We will drink milk, grow fat and never get out of the nursery.

Jesus insists that proper discipleship results in replacement.  The talmid becomes the rabbi and takes the place of the rabbi.  Is that what we have in the church today?  Does the pastor actively seek to develop others so that they can replace him?  Does the Sunday school teacher work diligently so that one of the talmidim can take over the teaching?  Do deacons and elders gather apprentices so that they might step aside?  You know the answer as soon as you walk into the sanctuary and see the same faces on the stage every week.  Our assemblies are about hierarchy, status and control – not about deliberate development of replacements.  If Paul never spent more than three years at any of the churches he established, why do we think today’s staff needs to be there until retirement?

The Greek word here is katartizo.  The basic meaning is to make something fit for its purpose.  It is to prepare, repair, set in order or equip so that the object can function properly.  Notice that Jesus assumes that this can be accomplished.  In fact, after three years with His own talmidim, He announced that He had accomplished this task.  Everything that they needed to know, see and do, He provided them.  Now they were to go on to fulfill their calling.

Perhaps Jesus was a bit more skillful at discipleship than we are.  He did the work in three years.  It might take us a bit longer.  But not ten times longer!  That is a sure sign of incompetence and mismanagement.  The reason we don’t see Jesus’ goal of replacement in our programs is that we don’t follow His methodology or adopt His strategy.  We are far more interested in maintaining our position in the status quo than we are in developing replacements.  That has been the pathway of the church with its “professionals” for nearly eighteen centuries.  No wonder most parishioners are incredibly feeble in faith.  For centuries the Roman Catholic Church withheld the Scripture from the people.  Protestantism gave them the Scripture and then proceeded to chain the people to a hierarchy of authority.  The result has been just as disastrous.

We are in desperate need of a revolution.  It must begin with a re-ordering of our objectives.  We must adopt the goal of replacement.  We can no longer passively sit, being entertained by the stage show on Sunday.  We must be apprenticed so that we can fulfill our calling – and we must apprentice others so that they can be prepared for their calling.  We need sages and talmidim, not preachers and passive pew-huggers.  Each of us must think about how we can disciple someone to replace us.  That’s the plan.  Show someone else how to do what you do and step out of the way.

Topical Index:  Education
October 19  Six days you may work and on the seventh day you shall rest.  Exodus 34:21

Practical Education (1)
You May Work – Do you want to embrace God’s educational model?  Are you ready to be talmidim (disciples) of the One True Lord?  If you are, you can start with the most practical of all educational applications – your work.  Quite frankly, if you don’t learn (that means hear and obey) this fundamental lesson about the nature of the created universe, everything else that you do will be against the grain.

Notice the structure in this bit of instruction.  Six days you are to be involved in the activities of service and performance.  That means work.  The verb here is imperfect.  That means it is an on-going process.  There is no retirement clause here.  What you do in the course of your entire life is built around a “six day-one day” pattern.  Six days you are to be involved in the thoughts and actions that comprise the general category of work.  God doesn’t tell you precisely what those thoughts and actions are.  He doesn’t provide career counseling.  I am quite sure He knows that you can figure it out for yourself.  He simply says that when you do those things that you know are part of the six-day plan, do them for six days at a time.  Then STOP!
Before we look at the implications of “rest,” we should notice a few things about the Hebrew word avad (work).  First, of course, this is the same word used for serve, and consequently, it has religious and sacred overtones.  Work is not separate from worship.  If I am working in alignment with God’s character, then my work is a form of worship.  It’s not the same as deliberate ritual and formal worship, but it is to have the same character and objective, namely, to please God, bless others and delight myself.  When work does not accomplish these three things, something is wrong.  

Secondly, we must see that God expects us to work.  There is no instruction to take a vacation or to plan for retirement or to be lazy.  Work is part of what God designed us to do.  Those who refuse to work are acting outside of the design plan and are insulting the designer.  Unfortunately, we have a lot of people like that today.  They were designed to please God, bless others and delight themselves by doing things.  When they don’t do them, they displease God, burden others and are miserable.  Paul tells us not to put up with these people, but we don’t listen to God or Paul on this subject.  We believe in entitlement, a euphemism for laziness.

Finally, we see that avad is about life, all of life not just my work life.  It is not only my action but also my attitude.  I was made in God’s image and He is a creative, working being.  When I choose to serve Him, I choose to work alongside Him in whatever capacity He desires for me.  And I never quit working for Him as long as I am alive.  The Hebrew word for life-long slave comes from this same root.  It is ‘eved – the one who works.  But it is not sakir, the one who is a wage-earner or day-laborer.  To do God’s work as God’s slave (avad and ‘eved) is to serve Him always and forever.  How do I best do that?  Look at Psalm 119:23.  ‘eved is the one who keeps God’s instructions.  
So, you can start your practical education right now by reconsidering God’s view of your work.  6-1.

Topical Index:  Work

October 20  Six days you may work and on the seventh day you shall rest.  Exodus 34:21
Practical Education (2)

You Shall Rest – Labor six.  Rest one.  That’s the way God built the universe.  You can go along with the design or you can try to fight against it, but you cannot change it.  Your practical education in obedience begins right here, in the way you schedule your life.

Of course, if you read Hebrew, you would see that there is something else involved.  The word translated “you shall rest” is tishbot.  It comes from the verb shabat.  It is obviously connected to Shabbat (Hebrew), or Sabbath.  Labor six.  Then Sabbath.  That’s what God designed.  But, of course, we all know better, don’t we?  I mean, look at all the progress we’ve made by converting every day to work.  We gained 416 more production hours (at 8 hours a day) in a year.  We had 24,960 minutes to spend more energy on accomplishing something.  Sure, there was a price, but look how much more we have.  Now we have 24,960 minutes of disobedience in our wallets each year.

There is no way around this.  Rationalize, justify, excuse, clarify or categorize, it all comes back to the same thing.  God designed a 6-1 universe.  You and I were designed to function in a 6-1 universe.  Until we begin to exhibit that pattern in life, we are fighting the whole Creation.  Oh, yes, and we are disobeying God.

So, the second step in practical education flows from the first.  First, I recognize that work is a category of worship.  Second, I set work aside to enjoy worship every seventh day.  There is hardly a more practical demonstration of my submission to the authority of God than to align myself with the pattern He built into creation.  And there is hardly a bigger demonstration of my willful determination to have it my way than to decide for myself what kind of life pattern I will follow.

This lesson is brief, pointed and demanding.  Since we know that Emperor Constantine and the Roman Church deliberately decided to move the day of worship from the Sabbath to Sunday in order to incorporate pagan worship of the Sun god into “official” Christianity, and since we know that the Church issued an edict demanding that all Christians renounce the Sabbath as heresy (it had nothing whatsoever to do with the day of the resurrection), we can see that political and pagan motivations stand behind Sunday worship.  Now that you know all this, and you know what God clearly intends, what are you going to do next Friday evening?


Topical Index:  Sabbath
If you’re interested in how all this changed, see David Dungan, Constantine’s Bible, Todd Bennett, Restoration and Frank Viola, Pagan Christianity? for starters.  So much of our contemporary ideas of worship are really man-made reconstructions and alterations of God’s Word.  It’s hard to imagine that we are so far off track.
October 21  “You have sown much, and bring in little; you eat but are not satisfied; you drink but are not filled”  Haggai 1:6
Proper Order

But . . Not – How do you like life on the treadmill?  How many times have you and I felt exactly like Haggai’s description of futility?  We work hard and have nothing much to show for it.  We eat but are still hungry.  We drink but remain thirsty.  What’s our solution?  More of everything.  Supersize it.  Stuff ourselves.  But we discover we have the same gnawing feelings.  It’s all been for nothing.  The wheel just keeps on turning.

God has a solution to this constant human emptiness.  In fact, that’s what the message of the prophet Haggai is all about.  God’s answer is “Get your priorities in order first.”  The holes in your soul can’t be filled with more production, more food and more drink.  Tend to what matters most, and you will be filled to overflowing.

In Haggai’s day, God reminded the people that they neglected the things of the Lord while they accumulated for themselves.  They soon discovered the law of diminishing returns.  Filling life with everything but His purposes only increases the hunger.  God told Israel, “Why are you consumed with your own well-being when you have not made my house the top priority?”  What is the result?  Emptiness – inside and out!  God withholds prosperity and satisfaction until the priorities are in the right order.

We can learn a bit more about the serious nature of this sad state of affairs by looking at the Hebrew construction here.  It is v’ayin, a word that combines a conjunction (“but”) with “not.”  However, the particular characteristics of this word for “not” are very wide ranging.  It can be a simple “no” or it can be a comparison asserting that something is as nothing.  It can refer to lack of something or it can be used to say that something is not permitted.  It’s used hundreds of times in Scripture.  If we think about this wide range of applications, we can see just how penetrating YHWH’s statement really is.  When His plans and purposes don’t come first, all kinds of negative things happen.  What we work so hard to achieve ends up as nothing.  What we so desire for basic sustenance still lacks the ability to satisfy.  What we thought was acceptable becomes something that is not permitted.  Everything in life is messed up.  In the end we discover that nothing really works the way we wanted it to.

How simple the solution!  God comes first.  We all know that this is true, but we seem to have such a hard time making it the central operating principle of daily living.  Here’s a suggestion.  Haggai tells us how to notice when our priorities are getting detoured.  Satisfaction diminishes.  Take a hard look at your life.  Are you really satisfied?  Are you filled up with delight?  Or are there holes in your soul-pockets?  If you find some empty places, don’t run out and try to fill them!  Instead, see if your priorities are a little out of alignment.  God’s job is to fill us with purpose and delight.  Our job is to please Him.  It’s so easy to get the two confused.

Today’s Word:  Satisfaction

October 22  For Elohim is the King of all the earth  Psalm 47:8 (Hebrew text)

Politically Correct

King – While we don’t often think about it, the political landscape of the Bible is so radically different from our contemporary experience of government that we easily make assumptions about God’s government that really don’t fit Scripture at all.  Reconsidering the implications is especially crucial in the face of the nearly universal emphasis on representative government through elections.  Confusing our Greek-based legislative process with anything about how God rules is a tragic mistake.  We need a clear picture of what it means to be King of all the earth.

I have translated this verse with the Hebrew word elohim instead of “God” because it is important to see that the psalmist is not saying that YHWH is king.  In this verse, the being who holds the royal title Elohim is recognized as melek (king).  It just so happens that there is only one such being with this royal title, namely YHWH, but the point is this: the very word elohim implies “King.”  In our translations, every time we see elohim translated as “God,” we are to think of the Being Who is King of all the earth.

What does it mean for God to be King?  Well, for one thing it certainly means that God is not the head of a democracy.  For all of our ranting and raving about the excellencies of democracies, there is no democracy under God.  “One nation under God” sends the wrong message.  No one votes to make God King.  He is King by divine right of creation.  He will always be King.  He will never be elected out of office nor will He ever complete His term.

Of course, this also implies that His government is not determined by the will of the people nor by votes in the legislature.  God rules by decree.  What He says is law.  There is no appeal, no supreme court, no debate and no referendum.  All of those concepts which we normally associate with government do not apply.  To think of our relationship to God in categories that function within our governmental processes is to make a tragic mistake.  God is the eternal King, not president.  Because God is King, everything is under His control.  He determines who lives and who dies.  He decides if it rains or not.  He sets the limits to human existence and the consequences for disobedience.  You and I don’t have any say in the matter.  No one argues with a king, especially with the King of everything.

It is the King’s right and prerogative to involve himself in any aspect of any life under His authority.  Furthermore, since God is the King of all the earth, everything belongs to Him.  He doesn’t have to prove ownership in a court of law.  He cannot be stripped of His property.  What He decides to do with His possessions (including you and me) is entirely up to Him.  And He holds everyone under His domain accountable for their treatment and stewardship of His resources.  There are consequences for refusing to live according to the will of the King.

In the days when we are awash in political rhetoric and the promises of leadership, it is well to remember who the King really is.  No matter who we choose to lead us, they must answer to Him.  So must we for our choosing.  If we choose leadership that does not honor Him, we will pay the price.  There is only one King, and He is not on the ballot.

Topical Index:  Government

October 23  I will sing to YHWH because He has rewarded me.  Psalm 13:6
For Services Rendered

Rewarded – This verse sounds like money in the bank.  But before you run off to cash God’s reward check, read the remaining verses in this psalm.  

God rewards the faithful, no doubt about it.  God protects the righteous.  He brings justice to the oppressed.  He lifts the downtrodden.  But if you think that means you are going to have a life without cares, you need to re-read this psalm.  It’s easy to take this verse out of its context and act as though God’s purpose for the faithful is to materially reward them.  After all, that’s the usual meaning of the Hebrew verb gamal.  Good for good, evil for evil seems to be fitting.  In Hebrew, the idea is called “measure for measure.”  You can certainly recall its application to teeth and eyes.  So, once we establish that God rewards those who are righteous, we might be inclined to ask, “When, and how much?”

That’s not quite right.  Our categories of reward are not always the same categories that God has in mind.  If we carefully follow the psalmist here, we will see that the reward is not a prosperous life, satisfying days or carefree existence.  The reward is the revelation of God’s character.  The reward is this:  I can trust Him.

What kind of reward is that?  Well, it’s a reward that is unruffled by the ups and downs of the markets.  It’s a reward that is undisturbed by job turmoil.  It’s a reward that is unscathed by criticism, undamaged by tragedy, undeterred by trials.  It’s the perfect kind of reward because it is viable and valuable in every life situation.  Who needs a reward that can be modified, nullified or vilified?  God never takes back His gifts of character.  All other rewards are subject to recall.

How difficult it is to leave behind the mindset of materialism!  How vulnerable we are to believing that God’s goodness must arrive in some material way!  Whether rich or poor, we so easily measure our “reward” in terms of those goods and services we think we must have.  We are no better than the complaining Israelites in the wilderness.  “What have you done for me lately?” seems to be our constant complaint to the Lord.  If we would only shift our view to see that God gives Himself, then we would discover that the foundation of life is built on Who He is, not what He does.  It still comes down to direction, doesn’t it?  God is the beginning of my direction.  I look to Him for origin and foundation.  He is also the end of my direction.  I strive to serve and glorify Him.  There is an unbroken line connecting the beginning to the end, and I want to be sure that I am traveling along that line.  My reward is found in the journey with Him, not in the things that I bump into along the way.

Today is an excellent day to consider once again your perspective on reward.  If you expect anything other than His enduring company, if you require anything other than His abiding presence, then maybe you need to re-examine your motivations.  If grace isn’t quite sufficient for you, then maybe you need some time in the wilderness.  There’s nothing like it for attitude adjustment.

Topical Index:  Reward

October 24  “As you have done, it shall be done to you; your reward shall return on your head!”  Obadiah 1:15

Getting What We Deserve

Reward – Hebrew justice is based on the idea of measure for measure.  It is summarized in this verse from one of the least known prophets.  What you have done to others will be done to you.  Of course, we know the positive reversal of this principle in the Golden Rule.  But the Golden Rule has a flip-side, and it is the flip-side that applies to most people.  We have a cultural idiomatic saying that captures the same thought.  “What goes around comes around.”  Actions have consequences.  

It’s not always comforting to think of the measure-for-measure principle.  We want forgiveness to wipe away the negative consequences of our damaging acts, but forgiveness is a legal matter.  It deals with guilt, not consequence.  So, God’s forgiveness removes the penalty of my sin in terms of His requirement for holiness, but it does not erase the consequences that result from my sin.  Ask anyone.  The spin of sin keeps on affecting others long after forgiveness blots out the guilt associated with my action.  David is forgiven, but the son of David and Bathsheba still dies.

Now let’s think about Obadiah’s pronouncement.  It’s aimed at the nation.  The Hebrew word, gemul, means recompense or something deserved.  Paul would have used the Greek word for wages.  Obadiah tells us that we will earn exactly the same wages that we pay others.  What does that mean?  Just think of measure for measure.  

Cheat someone, expect to be cheated.  Lie to someone, expect to be lied to.  Withhold due credit, expect to be overlooked.  Inflate self-importance, expect to be diminished.  Disrespect someone, expect to be slandered.  Curse someone, expect to be cursed.  Abuse someone, expect to be abused.

And at the national level:

Ignore the plight of the poor, expect to become poor.

Seek self-fulfillment at the cost of the unborn, expect to meet an early death.

Strive for power, expect to be stripped of power.

Idolize wealth, expect to be bankrupt.

Dishonor parents, expect to be humiliated.

Dishonor God, expect to be destroyed.

There is a lot of collateral damage in the measure-for-measure principle.  Every human choice affects every interwoven arena of community.  When the society gets what it has earned, the rain falls on the just and the unjust.  If you think that God spares the righteous among the unrighteous, you better go read Jeremiah.  When God deals with national apostasy, everyone feels the pain.  These are perilous times, perhaps much more that we can imagine.  These are times for national repentance, but even that might not prevent the delivery of earned wages.  The solution is not political.  It’s spiritual.  It has always been spiritual, hasn’t it?

Topical Index:  Reward

October 25  When God saw their deeds, that they turned from their wicked way, then God relented concerning the calamity which He has declared He would bring upon them.  And He did not do it.  Jonah 3:10

Getting What We Don’t Deserve

Deeds – How many sermons have you heard from that famous passage in Chronicles?  “If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves . . .”  In times of threat, sermons about national humility sprout up like weeds.  Guess what?  God isn’t listening anymore.

Sunday sermons about crying out for forgiveness don’t matter.  Shedding tears over past idolatry have no affect.  Pleading for God’s intervention is useless.  Only one thing changes the inevitable: actions.

The great city-state of Nineveh was doomed.  The consistent disobedience and idolatry of the people brought about God’s judgment.  Jonah was more than happy to see this pagan culture erased from the face of the earth.  Even after Jonah proclaimed their doom, he waited in hopes that fire would fall from heaven.  But the people of Nineveh did more than listen.  They turned.  They stopped living in denial of God’s sovereignty and authority.  They ceased practicing their insulting idolatry.  They gave up their selfish pursuits of personal importance.  They changed their behavior, and God saw their deeds.  

The Hebrew is ma’aseihem.  It covers work, workmanship and deeds.  In other words, it is a nice broad term for the activities of living.  It covers the means of production and the products that result.  The citizens of Nineveh changed everything about the way they conducted life.  Then God changed His decree and spared them.  Of course, He didn’t have to spare them, even after they repented.  They still deserved God’s punishment.  They were still accountable for their apostasy.  But God is also merciful, and in His mercy, He removed the decree of extermination.  They got what they did not deserve - grace.

In my opinion, we face very much the same situation today.  Our society is violently disobedient, unashamedly arrogant and scandalously contemptuous of God’s instructions.  We are the global Nineveh.  Amazingly, our religious duplicity allows us to think that somehow God’s judgment will be diverted simply because we cry out to Him.  But wailing walls and whitewashed sanctuaries will not forestall God’s chastisement.  The only thing that will avert disaster is a change in action.  Our deeds must be turned.  You and I know this.  I am exhorting those who already see the handwriting on the wall.  I am pleading to those who know the agony of starvation in a world of pointless affluence.  But our wrenching hearts will not turn the tide.  Even the remnant went into Babylon along with the wicked.  What is required is a massive return to the ways of God – a revival, not of words and wails, but of attitudes and actions.  Nothing less will prevent the destruction that hovers over us even now.

Pray to the Lord of the harvest that His mercy will outweigh His wrath.  Pray that our small acts of obedience will foster more acts of obedience and that the tide will turn.  And pray hard.  The days grow shorter.

Topical Index:  Reward

October 26  YHWH, who will sojourn in Your tent, who will dwell on Your holy mountain?  Psalm 15:1 (Translation: Robert Alter)

Residence Permit

Sojourn / Dwell -  David asks the ultimate housing question.  Who qualifies to live with God?  Robert Alter’s translation emphasizes the transition from temporary quarters (sojourn in a tent) to permanent structure (dwell in Zion).  The transition is important.  Once we were alien residents of the King.  We lived in the battlefield, moving from place to place according to His orders.  But the day will come when we will be called to the holy mountain to reside permanently with Him.  We must keep in mind that we are in transition.  Permanence is not part of the present geography.  So, don’t get too comfortable.  You’re not home yet!

The first verb is gur.  It is the perfect description of the life and attitude of Abraham because it not only portrays living as a foreigner but it also explains what it means to seek hospitality.  Abraham knew both.  In spite of God’s unwavering promise, Abraham never owned any land except his grave, but he offered hospitality to all who came under his care.  Our journey is Abraham’s journey.  The first steps are learning to rely on the goodness of God as strangers in a strange land.  Citizens of the Kingdom, fellow-heirs with the Son, we are nevertheless wanderers with purpose.  Abraham learned to sojourn.  Lot decided to dwell.  The difference between the two is world’s apart.

The second verb is shakan.  There are three nuances to this verb, each one illuminating something we need to know.  The first is the simple idea of settling down.  No more wandering.  The second implies lying down to rest.  There is a sense of safety and peace here.  Finally, the verb can mean to abide.  At last we find permanent stability.  

Do you find something remarkable here?  If you had to pick a Hebrew verb for the translation of the Greek found in John 15 (“I am the vine”), could you choose a more appropriate one than this?  In Yeshua, all three nuances apply.  We are settled, no more to wander as lost and empty vessels.  We rest, sheltered in His care and protection.  We abide in Him and He in us.  Residence becomes permanent.

With this in mind, we will do well to reflect on David’s answer to the question, “Who qualifies?”  The rest of this psalm gives us the residence qualifications.  Not a single one has anything to do with forgiveness of sins, worship or religious ritual.  Every qualification concerns the way that we treat other people.  In other words, residence permits are issued to those who demonstrate love for their neighbors in the fullest sense of that commandment.

Since Yeshua used shakan in His discussion of the vine, do you suppose that He overlooked this startling message of David?  I doubt it.  Perhaps we need to take another look at our own residence application.  The qualifications aren’t quite what we might think.

Topical Index:  Home
October 27  Now the LORD said to Abram, “Go forth from your country,”  Genesis 12:1

Faith Without Words
Said – Are you like Abram?  Think about the circumstances that surround Abram’s understanding of God.  Abram doesn’t have the written Word.  There were no Scriptures in Abram’s time.  Abram lives in a land of pagan worship and practices.  Abram has no detailed, documented history of God.  Abram’s extended family are polytheists, worshipping YHWH and a host of household gods.  Abram doesn’t know Jesus.  Abram is an example of the familiar question, “What about the little girl in Ethiopia who has never heard of Jesus?”

It’s amazing that Abram ever responded to God at all, especially since God asked Abram to leave all that was familiar and secure.  Certainly this implies that Abram was a man of incredible spiritual insight.  It also implies that Abram and perhaps Abram’s immediate family must have had some relationship with YHWH passed down from the days of Noah.  What other explanation provides justification for Abram’s actions?  There’s a reason that God chose Abram.

We get a bit of insight into the call of Abram when we see that the Hebrew verb is ‘amar.  You will remember that ‘amar is not just about speaking.  It carries with it the idea of actions that back up words.  YHWH calls Abram and Abram hears; but there must have been other signs that provided Abram with the evidence he needed.

Now put yourself in Abram’s place.  After all, you and I are his spiritual children.  Perhaps some of his spiritual commitment and insight needs to rub off on us.  If you didn’t have Scripture, if you didn’t have the “Christian” culture or the history of the Judeo-Christian world, if you didn’t have the familiar vocabulary of worship and salvation, what kind of relationship would you have with YHWH?  Would you be attuned to His voice?  Would you see the evidence of His direction?  Would you be ready to make life-changing commitments based on your personal involvement with Him?

I’m afraid that most of us would have stayed in Ur.  Our religion depends on our visual connection with written codes, commandments and conversion statements.  We are not auditory believers.  We are followers of the Book.  Our experience with God is directed by programs and pulpits rather than by listening and obeying.  We have a cerebral Christianity geared toward sight and word, not sound and experience.  We don’t practice listening because it is simpler and more efficient to practice proof-texting.

Abram knew God through direct conversation.  We know about God through written translations.  The difference is worth considering.  Do you suppose that God has stopped talking?  Do you think that the means by which Abram knew God’s voice and God’s desires has been supplanted by theological interpretation and historical analysis?  Would you know the sound of His voice if He did speak to you?  Progressive revelation does not mean replacement revelation.  It means that God adds to what He has already spoken, not that He stops speaking.  Are you practicing listening?  What do you hear?

Topical Index:  Voice
October 28   There are also many other things which Jesus did, which if they were written in detail, I suppose that even the world itself would not contain the books which were written.  John 21:25

Text Message Religion

Would Not Contain – You have been reduced.  No, sorry, don’t run to the bathroom scales to see if you supernaturally lost weight.  It’s not that kind of reduction.  What I mean is that your communication has been stripped of its richness.  Today, if you can’t say it in 140 characters in a text message, then you don’t get heard.  Today we have five second sound bites, one minute solutions and fast-food everything.  There is no time to savor the wine.  There’s too much to do (but does it really matter?).  

We have often noticed that God’s view of the world is upside-down.  What God values is often found on our “reject” list.  God looks for humility; we want glory.  God favors the oppressed; we favor the victors.  God loves the sick; we love the healthy.  So it is with communication.  God longs for leisurely conversation.  We want text-message theology.  The apostle John notes that if we really wrote in detail all the things that Jesus did, we would have many, many books.  Of course, John uses a hyperbole, but his point is obvious.  There is a lot of material.  It’s not reducible to 140 characters, a four-page tract or a quick prayer.  A relationship with God takes a lifetime to experience and enjoy.  

John uses the Greek choreo.  It means “to make room for, to give place to.”  Combined with the negative oude (not even), John suggests that there is not even enough room in all the earth.  Jesus did more, said more and taught more than John is able to record in just these few chapters.  The divine conversation is much, much bigger than John can write down.

Isn’t that the kind of communication we really want?  Doesn’t it frighten you to learn that parents in America spend less than ten minutes a day in conversation with their children?  If we are so disconnected from the animated bodies that inhabit our own living rooms and kitchens, how can we imagine that we have a deep and viable experience with the invisible God?  If our world is slowly being stripped of its tone, expression, mood and non-verbal engagement as it progresses toward distilled text-message pseudo-relationships, how can we imagine that this doesn’t affect our interaction with God?  While we are being choked to death with trivia, the value of our communication is being reduced to characters on a cell phone keypad.

Did you notice that Jesus was never in a hurry?  Have you ever wondered why?  Do you realize that God never rushed anything, especially His judgment?  Have you ever considered what would have happened if God reduced His communication to us into 140-character electronic burps?  Aren’t you thankful that God spends His time (the most valuable time in the universe) taking us by the hand and whispering in our ears?

In God’s upside-down world, communication takes on a very different sound, look and feel.  Maybe it’s time to adjust to God’s way.

Topical Index:  Communication

October 29  “If God therefore gave to them the same gift as He gave to us also after believing in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could stand in God’s way?”  Acts 11:17
Keeper of the Kingdom

Who Was I?  - How do you decide who is in the Kingdom and who isn’t?  Perhaps it would be helpful to look at the way Peter answered this question.  What he learned on the rooftop in Joppa still applies today.

Peter’s vision of the animals in the sheet lowered from heaven is not about food.  God is not instructing Peter that it’s now permissible to eat clams casino or lobster.  The vision is about people, not animals.  God prepares Peter to see that those whom God declares righteous are righteous no matter what their heritage or prior religious beliefs.  What Peter discovered is that the good news of the Messiah reaches beyond Jewish ethnic lines.  Grace is for everyone.

How did Peter know that grace extended to those who were not within the Jewish circles?  God demonstrated His acceptance of these people by showering them with the same outward sign, the presence of the Holy Spirit.  In other words, Peter didn’t connect the message of the vision of the animals to the good news of grace for all until he saw the demonstration of God’s undeniable  inclusion.  Once he saw that God treated these Gentiles with the same gift that was present in his experience, he knew he could not stand in God’s way.  The evidence demanded that Peter put aside his Jewish idea of exclusion and open the way for Gentiles to be grafted into the commonwealth of Israel.  Peter knew that he was not in charge, so he said, “Who was I to be able to prevent God?”  The Greek is emphatic.  Ego tis êmên, literally, “I, who was I?”

And who are you?  

We face the same exclusion bias that Peter has to confront on the rooftop.  We might not exclude people over circumcision, but we certainly have our lists, don’t we?  Baptism – even what kind of baptism.  Church government.  Church authority.  Translations.  Morals and mores.  Communion.  The nature of sin.  We even let politics, race and ethnic origin enter into the equation (although we are quick to deny such petty differences).  Our theological gastronomical menus are just as powerful as the vision of the animals in the sheet.  And just like Peter, we are quick to proclaim, “Lord, I’ve never let a single one of those forbidden things cross my path.”  God has a lot of Peter’s in churches today.

And who are you?  Who are you to decide who is in and who is out?  There is only one measure of inclusion, and by the way, it is not my personal proclamation that I have accepted Jesus as my savior.  The only measure of inclusion is that God demonstrates His acceptance by displaying His presence in the lives of His chosen.  Wait!  Don’t go off thinking that this is about speaking in tongues.  That would be another exclusion.  This is about seeing God show up in the life of another person so that there is unmistakable change in line with the character of the Father.  What God approves, no man has the right to disapprove.

Maybe we need to ask the question again, while we take a serious look at our “acceptance” attitudes.  “You, who are you to be able to prevent God?”  

Topical Index:  Community
October 30   And they said to her, “You are out of your mind.”  Acts 12:15                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
Great Expectations

Out Of Your Mind – Mainê!  No, it’s not the smallest, coldest state in the Union.  It’s the transliteration of the Greek word that means, “You’re insane.”  It’s the root of our word maniac.  “You’re raving mad.”  Given the circumstances, it’s quite humorous.  Maybe we all need to be a little more like maniacs and a little less like the ones who were praying.

Those who were fervently praying for Peter in prison weren’t doing anything wrong.  Their prayers affected the marvelous outcome of this event.  But what’s really hilarious about all this is that even while they were praying, they revealed the fatal human flaw.  They didn’t believe it when God answered them.  We don’t know what they expected, but we know that they didn’t expect Peter to knock on the door.

This is a good lesson for all of us.  It teaches us two critical things about prayer.  First, it teaches us that we are all vulnerable to doubt.  Too many times we idolize the early Christians.  We see them as more than human – as saints elevated above the common concerns and mistakes of ordinary believers.  This incident paints a more realistic picture.  In the midst of calamity, even the best of us allows doubt to enter into our expectations about God.  We are all in the same boat.  When you feel as though your prayers are just stumbling along, when you pray with real heart-felt intensity and at the same time worry about God’s response, remember these companions of Peter.  God heard them in spite of their doubt.  They weren’t ready for His answer, but they pressed through to His throne nevertheless.

The second lesson is even more important.  God responds to prayer.  God’s answers do not depend on our ability to embrace His reply.  Even doubters can be surprised by the goodness of God.  Prayer is about God’s character, not about His actions.  Once we understand that God is good, every response is possible, even those responses that strike us as insane.  These early Christians needed to learn that God’s goodness is at the center of every response to prayer – and it needs to be at the center of every request in prayer.

The rabbis teach us that prayer is our effort to prepare our hearts to accept whatever God provides.  Prayer is the practice of contentment.  Because God is good and He loves His children, He always answers our prayers with what best serves His purposes and our involvement in His purposes.  Certainly we need to make our requests known to Him, but in the end, our prayers are about us, not about God.  Our prayers bring our hearts into alignment with His will so that His answers are perfectly acceptable to us.  I imagine that these prayer warriors had a good laugh after they discovered Peter was outside knocking on the door.  That laugh must have been about themselves.  God taught them to expect to see His goodness in the land of the living.  God taught them that hope can be converted to present reality; but most of all, God taught them to trust Him.  That’s what we need to ask in our prayers.  Do we trust Him?  Are we ready for God to respond as He chooses?  Are we expecting to be surprised?

Topical Index:  Prayer

October 31  “yet because this widow bothers me, I will give her legal protection, lest by continually coming she wears me out.”  Luke 18:5

Black Eye Faith

Wears Me Out – The unjust judge had a dilemma.  What would he do if this old woman got so furious at his insensitivity that she hit him in the eye?  He would be shamed beyond imagining.  Everyone would know of his mistreatment of the widow.  Better to avoid that possibility and give her what she wants.  

That’s what the Greek phrase really means in this verse.  Your Bible might have a marginal reading like the NASB (“hit me under the eye”).  The Greek is hypopiaze me.  Literally, it means “give me a black eye.”  No wonder the judge gave in.  How could he explain this visible sign of his lack of compassion?  

Of course, Yeshua is not speaking about justice.  Even though the parable uses a courtroom setting and the familiar stories of judges who were more susceptible to bribes than to righteousness, Yeshua is really talking about prayer and faith.  The opening line for this parable is the question of the character of God.  If the unrighteous judge will finally relent because of the threat of shame, how much more will the righteous and gracious God be quick to hear and honor the requests of His children?  That’s what Yeshua is exemplifying in this parable – the compassionate character of the Father.

But the parable raises an even more interesting question.  In this parable (and others), in addition to the character of God we are also taught something about the character of faith.  Faith is portrayed as obstinate tenacity.  Faith is never giving up.  It is pressing on and on, regardless of the circumstances.  You can see this kind of faith in many New Testament people.  There’s the Syro-Phoenician woman (crumbs for the puppies), the bleeding woman (pressing through the crowd), the blind man (who will not be quiet), the lepers (who will not go away) and the prostitute (breaking into the dinner party).  In each case, Yeshua comments on their great faith.  In these examples, faith isn’t about a saving knowledge of Jesus or the right theology or a set of creeds.  Faith is about persistence.  It’s about pressing and pushing and prodding until God acts.  It’s praying and pleading and petitioning until God shows up.  It’s never giving up in the face of circumstances or trials or anything else that might keep us from experiencing God’s justice.  At the end of the day, faith is action – unrelenting, unstoppable, uncompromising.

Is that the kind of faith that carries you?  Are you pushing until you break through or until you strike a blow?  Or is your faith the kind that sits comfortably in a bottle on the shelf?  What would your prayers be like if they were laced with hypopiazo?  Would you be a bit more like Jacob who wouldn’t let go until he received a blessing even after he was beaten?

Topical Index: Faith
November 1  The words of Amos, who was among the sheepherders from Tekoa, which he envisioned in visions concerning Israel in the days of Uzziah   Amos 1:1

Visual Audio

Envisioned in Visions – Think of it like this:  the Old Testament is audio, Yeshua is visual, the Spirit returns us to audio.  God reveals Himself in words, but of course, they aren’t usually written words.  They are the sounds of His voice.  That’s what Israel heard at Sinai.  That’s what compelled Abraham to leave Ur.  That’s what Yeshua heard during His ministry.  So, we should be surprised to find that Amos sees God’s words.  The verb is chazah.  It does mean “see” but it is also translated “perceive.”  This seems much more likely.  The addition “in visions” tries to help us understand that Amos saw something.  But it’s much more understandable when we realize that Amos perceived in some way (since there is no description of visions) a message concerning Israel.  

So what?  Why do we care if Amos saw a vision or perceived a message?  Does it really matter?  Well, it might not matter to Amos now.  After all, he knows exactly what happened even if we have to guess.  But here’s what does matter:  how Amos understood what God wanted him to say is a mystery.  God didn’t deliver a telegram.  He didn’t speak words.  Somehow, God caused Amos to perceive His will.  Amos knew it was God’s message, but very few of his contemporaries believed him.  How do we know it was God’s message?  Because we have perfect hindsight.  History proves that Amos was right.

This is the biggest problem with prophetic utterance.  From our perspective, we don’t know if it’s true until after the fact.  Why should people believe Amos?  He was one voice among many.  He wasn’t like Moses, the confirmed, absolute authority of the community.  Or maybe he was.  After all, when Moses came back to Egypt, he made a lot of claims that didn’t seem to come true.  The people complained mightily.  They only believed after the plagues began.

What can we offer as help in the midst of this dilemma?  There are a few characteristics that seem to be common among the real prophets.  First, none of them really wanted the job.  They were reluctant, sometimes even fearful.  They knew that the path ahead was filled with persecution.  None of them stepped forward desiring the glory of being God’s man on the scene.  Any “prophet” today who loves the title must be crazy, stupid or a phony.

Second, none of the prophets brought messages that were comfortable for the audience.  They spoke often of the urgency of repentance, the demand for obedience and the necessity of self-denial.  Any prophet who misses this emphasis is out of sync with biblical themes.

Finally, prophets rarely spoke about the future.  The preoccupation with “future telling” really began in the Greek-based church of 300 AD.  Prophets were usually those who unpacked and revealed God’s will and it was most often about what needed to be done right now.

Maybe we need to be reminded about these characteristics in the days when it seems so important to have prophetic insight.  Maybe we need to listen with biblically-attuned ears.

Topical Index:  Prophet
November 2  “And the pastures of the shepherds shall mourn”  Amos 1:2
The Sky Is Crying

Mourn – We’re connected.  The Hebrew perspective on Man is that we stand on the ground and are directly related to it.  We came from the earth, but we are animated from heaven.  We stand between the two, the only creatures that combine both.  So, when God’s judgment falls upon us, the ground itself is affected.  Stevie Ray Vaughan was right.  The Sky Is Crying. http://vtap.com/video/Stevie+Ray+Vaughan+-+%2522The+Sky+is+Crying%2522+-+Live+in+Iowa+1987/CL0017531598_58ea38998_U08xMjkwNzQz
The Hebrew word is ‘aval.  The pictograph shows us some of the connections.  Aleph-Bet-Lamed are the consonants.  The picture is “control of the strength (leader) of the house.”  Mourning takes over.  It is such a strong emotion in biblical thought that it expresses itself in ways that push aside everything else.  Why?  Because mourning is most often associated with God’s judgment.  

Think about the importance of mourning in spiritual life.  Without deep sorrow and shattering remorse, how would we come to repentance?  Without repentance, how would we experience grace?  And without grace, what could life possibly mean?  Unlike the Greek idea of balance, Hebrew recognizes the critical place of emotions, especially emotions that lead us into the heart of the compassionate God.  Where the Greeks feared emotional imbalance, the Hebrews saw emotions as powerful channels that open life to God.  Fear, mourning, grief and sorrow are just as valuable as love, joy, peace and rejoicing.  All belong to the creature in the middle, standing between heaven and earth.  

But the Greeks missed one other aspect of emotions that must become part of our spiritual repertoire.  We aren’t the only things that weep.  We are connected to the earth, and the earth experiences distress over brokenness with its Creator too.  No, this isn’t cartoon animation or anthropomorphic mythology.  Nevertheless, there is something vital about all of God’s creation, and therefore God’s judgments affect the whole of creation, not just its human benefactors.  There is a reason the ground cries out over Abel’s spilled blood.  There is a reason Paul tells us that the cosmos groans waiting for the Redeemer.  And in Amos, God says that the pastures will mourn.  Our sins have ecological consequences.  Even those little white lies.

This isn’t a story about pollution, at least not in the common use of the term.  This is a story about a different kind of pollution; a pollution that desecrates God’s creation.  It is spiritual pollution, but it has physical consequences.  Maybe it’s time for us to repent of something more than our lies and our pride.  Maybe it time for us to see that the sky is crying.

Topical Index:  Community

November 3  Let the women keep silent in the churches; for they are not permitted to speak, but let them subject themselves, just as the Law also says.  1 Corinthians 14:34

Silent Treatment

Are Not Permitted – It’s hard to imagine Paul making such a statement.  After all, just a few lines before (1 Cor. 11:5), he specifically speaks of women praying and prophesying.  How is that possible if they can’t speak?  Furthermore, in other letters Paul recognizes the place of dynamic women who are regular and important contributors to teaching, evangelism and other roles within the community (e.g. Romans 16:3 and 7 – where Junia is a feminine name).  In fact, even in the Corinthian letter, how could Paul encourage everyone to seek prophesy (14:1) if only men could speak?  Something isn’t right here.

To make matters worse, the justification for this unusual command appeals to the Law.  That means the basis for this must be found in Torah.  That is what Paul always means by the Greek word nomos.  But there is no commandment in Torah that supports such a restriction.  Look as hard as you wish, you won’t find one.  In fact, what you will find are women who are prophets, judges, rulers, teachers and active members of the spiritual community.  Let’s be direct about this.  In the Old Testament, women speak out.  

Finally, this very unusual command flies in the face of all that Paul says about equality under the Messiah.  His watchword is “neither Jew nor Greek, male nor female.”  This theme is so strong in Pauline theology that one would have to conclude that Paul was schizophrenic to suggest that we are all equal, but women are a little less equal.  

There can be no doubt about the meaning of the Greek verb.  Epitrepo certainly means “to permit, allow or entrust.”  Furthermore, the negative here is ou, the strongest form of Greek negation.  So, analysis of the language doesn’t seem to help us resolve this apparent contradiction.  Something else must be going on because Paul doesn’t need to see the theological psychiatrist.  Is this just a momentary lapse into hopeless contradiction?  Is Paul really a disguised misogynist?  

Gilbert Bilezikian points out that the word “all” here is uncharacteristic of Paul.  The proclamation to all the churches doesn’t fit the way Paul writes to individual church issues.  The command for silence doesn’t fit Paul’s previous remarks.  The appeal to Torah certainly isn’t Pauline, since he would have known there are no such commands in Torah.  Bilezikian suggests that this is an insertion into Paul’s letter, placed there by those who wished to assert predominance and foster hierarchy within the church.  There are hints of this problem throughout the Corinthian letters; hints about men who were using the platform of the church for their own glory.  Bilezikian’s suggestion makes a lot of sense.  The only problem is that it punches a big hole in the idea of the inspiration of New Testament scripture.  It suggests that we don’t have a true copy of Paul’s original letter.  What we have is an edited copy, one tailored to accomplish purposes that Paul would never have endorsed.  So, now we have to make a decision.  Are we going to push for unequal yoking within the church based on a text which has a lot of internal suspicious loopholes, or are we going to look at the broader context of Paul’s consistent theme of equality and put a big question mark over this verse?  You get to decide.

Topical Index:  Women
November 4  And if one member suffers, all the members suffer with it; if one member is honored, all the members rejoice with it.  1 Corinthians 12:26

Equal Consequences

One / All – Liberty, equality, fraternity.  The French national motto probably won’t trace its heritage back to the apostle Paul, but it should.  In fact, this motto is the anthem of all believers in Messiah - liberty, given through His sacrificial death; equality, produced through His obedience to the Father; and fraternity, resulting from our adoption into the family.  A thousand years before the French adopted the phrase, Paul spoke of its application in the church.  One for all.  All for one.  

We read it.  We believe it.  But do we practice it?  That’s the telltale evidence of our actually hearing what Rabbi Paul is saying.  Since words without actions are useless air, unless we put into practice the idea of fraternity, unless we really live “one for all – all for one,” none of our noble platitudes will make any difference.  What’s worse is that we will sin in our omission, for sin is knowing what is good to do and not doing it (James 4:17).

The Greek is a paradigm of opposites:  heis – one, and panta – all.  “If one member” sets the stage.  Imagine all the things that can happen to any one member of the Body.  You instantly have your own list of events, but don’t forget to add those things which will probably never become part of your life journey.  Don’t forget to add starvation, persecution, torture, martyrdom and disgrace.  Maybe you should take a look at this http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/7670747.stm  (wait until the advertisement is over).
Of course, you don’t have to go to Orissa to see what’s happening around the world.  You can find the same thing in Haiti, two-hundred and fifty miles from affluent South Beach, Miami.  You can go with me to Honduras, El Salvador or Guatemala.  Or you can spend some time in the barrios of our own cities.  While we sit in comfortable pews, brothers and sisters in the Body are suffering.  One – all.  Does it make you weep?  

The usual response is, “How can I do anything about this?  The problems are so big.  These people are so far away.  It’s all I can do to just keep up with my own life.  How can I take on a burden that overwhelms me?”  Yes, indeed.  It does overwhelm, doesn’t it?  One – all.  How do we make this a reality?  

I don’t have the answers.  All I know is that I must do what I can do.  I must fly to Haiti to help build a road, to figure out a way to provide clean water and to help support a clinic.  I must stand in the cemetery among the voodoo relics and cry out to the Lord for His grace.  I must go to Honduras to teach, to feed and to offer myself in what small ways I can.  And I must help those who are called to Orissa and other places where my family is in trouble.  What God asks of you will be quite personal.  You may want to come with me (you would be gratefully welcomed) or God may have something else in mind for you.  The question isn’t where.  It’s how.

How will you take up the cross of your brothers and sisters?  How will you become one for all?

Topical Index:  Community

November 5  And so, as those who have been chosen of God, holy and beloved, put on a heart of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, patience   Colossians 3:12

God’s Closet

Put On – The Greek verb enduo (put on) describes the picture of getting dressed.  You go to the closet where the clothes hang.  You pick out what you’re going to wear today and you put on the garments.  That’s what Paul has in mind.  But there are a few things we need to know about this description that significantly add to the picture.

First, this verb is the first word in Paul’s sentence.  Literally, the sentence begins, “Put on, therefore, as elect ones.”  By placing the verb at the beginning of the sentence, Paul essentially underlines it.  The emphasis of this command is in the action of getting dressed, not in the selection of what to wear.

Secondly, notice that in order to put on these garments, you have to do something.  You have to take the steps necessary to wrap yourself in these clothes.  You can’t sit naked in the room waiting for God to dress you in compassion and kindness.  This implication is crucial because it prevents us from falling into the trap of thinking that we are to wait until God changes our hearts or our feelings before we exhibit compassion, kindness or humility.  Popular religion implies that we must first have a change of heart before we can demonstrate godly characteristics.  Paul rejects such drivel.  Get dressed!  How you feel about getting dressed doesn’t matter.  

Notice that if the action does not depend on how I feel, then things like compassion, kindness, humility and gentleness must also be actions, not feelings.  God does not command us to feel certain ways.  He commands us to act in certain ways.  Feelings are a by-product of our actions.  They come afterward, not before.  So, when Paul tells us to dress in compassion or kindness, we are to think about doing compassionate acts or exhibiting kindness toward others even if I don’t feel like it.  What else could Paul possibly mean?  How could I ever put on a heart of compassion if I had to wait to feel compassionate before I could get dressed?

It’s very convenient to have a religious view that God must change my feelings before I can demonstrate godly actions.  It’s a great excuse for spiritual sloth to decide that I don’t need to take action unless my heart is correctly motivated.  Those rationalizations leave me naked.  God’s closet is full of godly garments.  My job is to get dressed.  What I will discover is that when I put on the actions of compassion, kindness and humility, I will be transformed to fit the clothes.

So, take a look in the mirror.  Are you sitting naked, waiting for God to somehow motivate you to get dressed?  Or are you putting on His choice of clothing by doing what the clothes require?  If you want a compassionate heart, go be compassionate!  Hang your feelings in the closet and walk away dressed in actions.

Topical Index:  New Man

November 6  Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy.  Matthew 5:7

Upside Down Justice (1)

Merciful – [Note:  The next few Today’s Word editions are going to be a bit longer because the topic is so important.]  

“You get what you give.”  “Do unto others as .  . .”  Doesn’t this Beatitude seem to tell us what is obvious?  If we show mercy to others, God will show mercy to us.  Pretty simple - so simple that Robinson calls it “a self-acting law of the moral world”.   But if it’s just commonsense, why did Jesus say it?  We’re missing something here.

Sometimes Christian concepts have had such powerful influence on our ordinary culture that we become immune to their radical nature.  This is one of those times.  We will discover the power of Jesus’ teaching here only if we unhook the moral and ethical influence that has been part of our western Christian upbringing.  

Jesus is making an announcement.  This is not a conditional command.  It is not a statement that says “You should be merciful so that you will get mercy”.  This is not a variation of the Golden Rule.  Jesus is announcing that those who are already practicing mercy are happy.  Literally, the phrase reads “Happy the merciful”.  There is an added verb in the English translation but the Greek makes it clear that Jesus is proclaiming a statement of fact, not an invitation to action.  

Our English word “mercy” is a word taken from the legal context.  We imagine a courtroom scene.  The guilty person stands before a judge waiting to be sentenced.  He falls to his knees and begs for mercy.  He is asking that the sentence he deserves be set aside.  For us, mercy is about removing punishment.  But it didn’t always have this kind of meaning.

The Greek word is eleemones from eleos (compassion, mercy, pity).  It is used twice in this verse.  The word is very old.  In the Greek culture it was considered one of the passions (from pathos).  For the Greeks, passions have a very special classification.  They are emotions that come over us.  We don’t control them.  They control us.  We are the passive recipients of these disturbing and upsetting fluctuations of the soul.  Grief, envy, lust, sorrow, mercy, joy, rage or fear – whether good or bad – we are the victims of these tidal waves of feelings.  Greek philosophers believed that a life battered by emotions was a life out of control.   They sought a balanced, uniform life – a life in the middle, calm and free from the disturbances of life’s uncontrollable turmoil.  Aristotle tells us that we are better off without these emotions.

In the Greek culture, mercy was not a moral or legal consideration.  It was a psychological emotional response.  We are swept into the emotion of mercy when we come into contact with someone who is experiencing undeserved suffering.  Something in us responds to the plight of another.  We just can’t help it.  And this creates another problem in the Greek mind.  Mercy is connected with fear, the fear that what has happened to this person who has aroused my feelings of mercy might also happen to me.  Mercy is not a passion that is aroused when we see someone suffering because they deserved it.  We don’t feel sorry for them.  Actions have consequences.  If they are suffering because of justified consequences, then that is right.  No mercy is required.  It is undeserved suffering that births mercy in our souls.  And precisely because it is undeserved, we fear it.  Since there is no apparent reason for this tragedy, it also could happen to us.  

Mercy does play a part in the Greek idea of justice, but not because justice requires mercy.  In fact, just the opposite is true.  Justice requires punishment.  Mercy is the only escape from what we deserve when we have broken the law.  We must plead for mercy instead of punishment if we are to be freed from the inevitable consequences of our crimes.  But the Greeks believed that the proper response to those who deserved punishment was wrath.  Mercy was not expected in judicial decisions.  In fact, mercy was a sign of weakness because it diminished the Law.  The merciful judge was one who could be swayed and was therefore not dependable.

In the final stages of Greek philosophy, the Stoics argued that mercy was “a sickness of the soul” and was an unworthy emotion for those who were enlightened.  This seems entirely uncaring to us today.  But remember that mercy was considered an overpowering and uncontrollable emotional response.  It did not have moral consequences.  It only made life more upsetting.  The Greek ideal was a life like Mr. Spock in Star Trek.  As a Vulcan, Spock was not subject to human emotions like Captain Kirk.  His life was completely controlled by reason.  

 But all of this changes in Hebrew.  The Hebrew word that was translated by the Greek eleos (mercy) is hesed.  In the Old Testament, mercy is part of the covenant relationship.  Mercy means the act of giving help to one who is in need.  In the Old Testament, mercy is tied directly to knowing God (Hosea 6:6).  Yet it does not mean that God shows kindness toward His people simply because they have a covenant with Him.  Rather, it indicates that behind God's promises to any of His children lies God's love for His own creation.  God loved us before He made promises to us.  In fact, His help toward us was not dependent on our keeping the terms of the relationship outlined in the Law.  Instead, God desired to rain His love and compassion on us when we needed it most - after we rejected our relationship with Him.  

It is important to understand the difference between grace and mercy.  Grace is about God's free gift of redemption and His forgiveness for of our active rebellion against Him.  Mercy is God's alleviation of the consequences of sin.  It is the repair work that God performs to overcome the destruction that our sin has caused.  Mercy is the consequence of grace.  When God grants mercy to us, it is a pardon to the undeserving.  But unlike the Greek view, when the Judge of all Mankind grants mercy by removing the consequences of sin, it is never viewed as partiality or a sign of weakness.  It is viewed as a sign of the covenant promise – the stronger party coming to the rescue of the weaker.  Mercy demonstrates God’s strength.  He is so powerful that He is able to release us from punishment without compromising the Law.  How He does this is the story of the crucifixion.

For the Greeks, society depended on right behavior.  So, right behavior was rewarded and wrong behavior was punished.  Anyone who fell prey to mercy was likely to lessen the bond between behavior and consequences.  Therefore, mercy was weakness of emotion detracting from strength of will.  Like all emotions, mercy was not under the control of reason.  Since the Greeks viewed reason as the final destiny of Man, uncontrolled emotions belonged to a world they wished to leave behind.

The Hebrews had a completely different picture.  Mercy was all about morality, not about emotions.  Mercy was the blessing of God in spite of the demands of the Law.  It was a sign of God’s lovingkindness toward His people.  Mercy made life possible because without it everyone would be punished.  Unlike the Greeks, mercy was the purest act of will because God Himself made the choice to set aside deserved punishment.  Mercy is not an overpowering emotion that robs the will of its power.  Quite the opposite.  Mercy is the supreme example of God’s will turning away justifiable wrath.  In this view, mercy was completely within the control of reason.  In fact, showing mercy was the logical thing to do.  It was built into the idea of the covenant, a final expression of God’s supreme reasonable control.

What motivates mercy in your life?  Are you Greek?  Do you run from the powerful emotions of compassion in order to maintain a nicely balanced existence?  Or are you Hebrew, embracing amelioration of punishment for those who deserve it because you want to reflect the character of God?  You can’t have it both ways.

Topical Index:  Mercy
November 7  Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy.  Matthew 5:7

Upside Down Justice (2)

Merciful - Jesus says, “Happy the merciful”.  If we think about this for more than one spiritualized moment, we will see that this thought is already backwards.  The first thing we need to notice is that Jesus is not addressing the ones who need mercy.  He is addressing the ones who gives mercy.  He is talking to the ones who are on the right side of justice.  The law tells them that they rightfully deserve reward.  The Law is in their favor. 

We usually read this Beatitude as though it is speaking to the transgressors, the ones who deserve to be punished.  That mistake makes us think that the opening announcement of this Beatitude proclaims mercy to the ones who are guilty under the Law.  But look again!  Jesus is addressing those who are at this moment giving mercy.  These are not the guilty ones.  The guilty have no right to give mercy.  The people that Jesus has in mind are the ones who have been the victims of crimes.  They are the ones who deserve justice.  The law is in their favor.  I can only give mercy if I am worthy of justice.  I must be the one offended if I am going to grant release from punishment for someone else.

This makes the Beatitude’s announcement much more startling.  Why should the merciful be happy?  They are precisely the ones who are not getting their rights.  People who show mercy have put aside their right to justice.  Yes, it’s true that the ones who receive mercy should be grateful (they aren’t always though, are they?).  But the very fact that I give mercy means that what should rightfully happen to me is not going to happen.  I deserve justice.  But I let it go.  

Now we begin to see how much we are really Greek in our thinking.  Imagine this picture.  We attend a trial.  The plaintiff (victim) has been severely injured, slandered and defrauded.  The case is open and shut. Damages are determined and punishment allocated.  But then the victim stands and says, “Your Honor, I know that this man is guilty.  The court has confirmed his guilt.  But I would like all the damages waived and the punishment removed.  I want to let it all go.  In fact, I want to take all the consequences on myself.”  How would we react?

“You can’t be serious.  You just won.  It’s rightfully yours.”  That’s the lawyer talking.

“How can you do this?  After all we’ve suffered, how can you just let him go?”  That’s the spouse.

“You must be out of your mind.  All that money and you’d be set for life.  You’re crazy.”  That’s the friend.

“What a loser!  This guy is so stupid he doesn’t deserve to win.”  That’s the news reporter.

It’s all the same in Greek, isn’t it?  Justice must be served.  Consequences are demanded.  You won, now you collect.

“Happy those demonstrating mercy”.  Someone in funny clothes in the back of the room is clapping.  

When mercy becomes personal, it is not about sympathetic affiliation.  It is not about emotional compassion and identification.  It is about giving up my right to justice.  That’s not commonsense at all, but it’s perfectly in line with God.

Topical Index:  Mercy

November 8  Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy.  Matthew 5:7

Upside Down Justice (3)

For - When mercy becomes personal, it is not about sympathetic affiliation.  It is not about emotional compassion and identification.  It is about giving up my right to justice.  Only those who deserve justice can show mercy because mercy means that the rightful consequence of justice is no longer applied.  You can sympathize, empathize, identify, show compassion, understand, care or be supportive without being merciful.  In order to show mercy you must have something at stake.  You must make a sacrifice.  It has to cost you something.  Mercy is giving up what’s mine – not because the other person deserves a break, but because I realize that mercy is valuable by itself.  What I discover is that mercy produces personal psychological freedom.  I place my right to justice in the hands of God.  I am free to give away the justice I deserve.

Jesus knew that mercy was about sacrifice.  You see, the Greeks were wrong.  The emotion of mercy, the overwhelming disturbance of soul that comes when we are confronted with one like us who is in anguish, is not something to be avoided.  Life is intended to bring us face to face with sorrow and grief.  There is a reason for this:  God wants us to see our real status in His court.  But the Greeks did not have a personal Creator and Judge behind their philosophy.  They only had Law (with a capital L).   So, mercy made them afraid.  Mercy confronted them with life an uncontrollable accident.  In a world without God, there is only fear.   

Mercy is the summary word of the life of Jesus.  He made a costly choice.  He gave up being God to be like God’s enemies – one of us.  And mercy cost God too.  He lost His only son to the sacrifice for those who deserved to die.  Punishing Jesus for our sins cost God, the Father, unfathomable sorrow.  To show mercy is always expensive.  

But Jesus tells us something wonderful.  Those who are merciful are overwhelmed with another emotion – joy.  “Happy”, he says, because they have reflected true reality.  They know there is a price for mercy and they have decided to pay it.  

Now we must ask the question that haunts this Beatitude.  Do we show mercy in order to receive mercy?  What is our motivation for being merciful?  The answer is found in the relationship between the conjunctive (“because”) and the second phrase (“they shall receive mercy”).

The Greek word hoti connects the two phrases.  We usually translate it as “because”.  So, we read, “Happy those demonstrating mercy because they will receive mercy”.  If I read the Beatitude with “because” in the translation, then I might conclude that the reason for the happiness Jesus announces is due to the fact that these people will receive like-kind action, that is, they will be rewarded for their mercy.  Therefore, they are happy because they know that they are going to get what they have given up.  Where they willingly turned down what they deserved, someone else will let them off the hook in-turn.   They paid the price today of a future annulment.  They collect relief for themselves tomorrow.  This makes the Beatitude a self-fulfilling moral law.  If that’s all it is, why did Jesus bother to say it?

Fortunately, there is another reading.  Hoti after words of emotion such as joy, pity, sorrow or rejoicing (happy) can be translated “seeing that”.  The translation change from “because” to “seeing that” is subtle and requires careful analysis.  First, we must clear away the false conception that Jesus is addressing guilty people.  When Jesus says, “Happy the merciful ones” he is talking to the people who stand in the role of the judge, not the criminal.  Secondly, we need to be careful not to allow our previous conceptions about “blessed” to interfere with the correct understanding.  This is not a statement of bestowing favor.  It is not a blessing.  It is an announcement of a present experience without any connotation that there is some future expectation of reward.  When Jesus says, “Happy the merciful ones” he tells us that they are happy simply because they are merciful, not because they expect some reward.  This distinction is crucial because we are so used to reading this Beatitude from the perspective of the criminal.  We think, “Yes, I am guilty so if I show mercy, then I will get mercy.”  But this is not the perspective of the Beatitude.  The Beatitude takes its perspective from the eyes of the justified man – the one who does not need mercy because he is in the right.

Recall the Greek background.  Showing mercy in a Greek court was a sign of weakness.  It made the merciful person suspect because it demonstrated that such a person could be swayed by considerations other than the demands of the Law.  Furthermore, the Greeks sought contentment by avoiding mercy.  Mercy led to fear and worry.  But Jesus counters this entire premise by saying that the “weakness” of mercy is the avenue to happiness.  Jesus says, “Happy are those paying the price of being merciful.  They understand why mercy will be shown to them”.  You see, I don't show mercy in order to be rewarded with mercy.  I show mercy as a result of knowing why mercy is essential for me.  It is the fact that I am a candidate for mercy that makes me willing to pay the price of mercy now.  It is not my reward; it is my obligation.

Who can show mercy except those who know that they deserved wrath but were spared? Mercy is not a natural human emotion or a necessary human act.   That is why the Greeks feared mercy.  It is unnatural.  It disturbs your commonsense balance by upsetting the delusion of control and the illusion of fairness.  Mercy is expensive, so expensive that we would rather not consider it.  It reminds us of how desperate we really are.

Jesus turns all of this upside down.  Mercy must be an act of the will precisely because it is denial of the self.  It declares amnesty for those who have harmed us.  It makes us pay for their sins.  And it is only possible because God shows us what it means to pay the price before we ever consider the possibility.  

Hoti tells us that I am essentially the same as the one standing before me.  He deserves punishment.  So do I.  “Seeing that” I know my own unworthiness, I must show mercy to the unworthy.  This Beatitude is God’s confirmation that our essential unworthiness has been acknowledged and annulled.  We, who deserved the reward of justice, set aside that reward because we know that we also deserve the punishment demanded by justice.

This interpretation is confirmed by the verb in the second phrase, “they shall receive mercy”.  The verb is future tense passive voice.  It is not something that we can do for ourselves.  We are the passive recipients of this future act of mercy.  That means it cannot be bestowed on us as a reward since rewards are earned by the active efforts of the recipient.  If showing mercy entailed earning mercy, this Beatitude would be a self-fulfilling moral law.  But showing mercy does not entail earning mercy.  There is no necessary connection between the happiness of being merciful and the future annulment of my deserved punishment.  Mercy cannot be earned.  It must be given by a stronger, justified party to a weaker, unjustified party.  Therefore, this Beatitude cannot be a Law.  It is the expression of God’s unnecessary benevolence.  That is what makes it so wonderful!  God has confirmed that we, the ones showing mercy, will find He is merciful too.

“Rejoice, you merciful ones seeing that you now know that you will receive mercy from God”.  

Be merciful, not because you will be rewarded but because you have already been forgiven.

Topical Index:  Mercy

November 9  In all labor there is profit, but the talk of the lips leads only to poverty. Proverbs 14:23
God’s Entitlement Program

Profit – Actions, not words.  That’s the essence of Solomon’s wisdom on the subject of profit.  But it isn’t just Solomon who advises those who will listen.  Behind Solomon’s insight is a Scriptural principle that is evident from Genesis to Revelation.  Where men and women commit themselves to strenuous toil (‘eseb), God promises that something extra will remain.  The word is motar.  Translated as “profit”, it really means what is left over.  It carries the idea of results, excess, advantage or benefit.  In other words, it is a biblical fact that labor under the banner of God’s governance will produce something extra.  It’s just a fact of common grace.  And more importantly, it’s an expectation of the way the world is designed.

Of course, this verse also says something about the opposite approach.  Talking and talking and talking doesn’t lead to any benefit at all.  It leads to poverty, the lack of the very things necessary for life.  Hebrew is incredibly practical.  You can’t eat words.  If you want results, you will have to work for them.  God’s entitlement program is built on His design.  You and I were designed to work, not to wait for someone else to give to us.  We are entitled to the fruits of our labor.  That’s all.  That’s why Paul (who is very Hebraic) can say, “If someone won’t work, don’t feed him.”  It might not sound very altruistic, but it is nevertheless an inescapable element of God’s design.  Work is part of what it means to be human.  Animals might be suited for hibernation, but men and woman are not.

In Hebrew, this little reminder contains a nice alliteration.  Motar comes from hard work but mahsor (poverty) results from useless verbiage.  These Hebrew words set the framework for God’s purposes regarding our labor.  If you want to see what happens to human life where society is reduced to words without work, visit any third world country with unemployment greater than 60%.  What you will find is animal existence, human beings reduced to survival behavior.  Often this is not the result of lack of things to do.  It is the result of those in power talking about the problems instead of providing the economic means and safety needed for real work.  Even in Haiti, where unemployment reaches 90%, there is plenty to do, but the government is more concerned with maintaining power and accumulating wealth than it is with providing the economic stability necessary for people to be rewarded for their efforts.  In fact, the development of a welfare system has probably done more damage to human consciousness than any other social program.  Welfare certainly exists in the biblical record, but it is a function of the community in an effort to restore people so that once again they become workers.  Somehow we have lost sight of that divine goal.

Motar is only used three times in the Bible.  The other occurrences are in Proverbs 21:5 and Ecclesiastes 3:19.  The first instance tells us that the thoughts of the diligent lead to motar.  The Hebrew worldview includes the action of thinking in alignment with God.  The second instance tells us without God there is no advantage (motar) of Man over beasts.  All end up in the grave.  

Do you want to see profit?  Then work, but work with God in mind.  Common grace ends at the grave, but God’s motar doesn’t.

Topical Index:  Profit

November 10  But if any one does not provide for his own, and especially for those of his household, he has denied the faith, and is worse than an unbeliever.  1 Timothy 5:8

Works and Words

Denied – Do you really want to know just how much Greek philosophy has infected our view of following the Lord?  Well, then consider Paul’s commentary on the Old Testament in this verse.  It’s shocking!  Paul says that a person who won’t work in order to provide for his own family is worse than someone who doesn’t believe at all!  What?  Does this mean that “belief” is displayed in work or in words?  How many “Christians” are there who fall under the condemnation of this verse?  How many “believers” are sitting on the sidelines, more than willing for someone else to provide for them?  Paul calls all of these slothful ingrates apostates.  He says that refusing to care for your own household is the equivalent of rejecting the Lord.  It couldn’t be much stronger.

The Greek verb is arneomai.  You can see just how forceful it is from its use in 1 John 2:22 where it describes rejecting Yeshua as the Messiah, or Luke 22:57 where Peter denies that he ever knew the Lord.  Paul could hardly have picked a stronger term.  

So, how did we slide from this forceful connection between working and worshipping into a condition where a significant part of our culture believes that someone else should be responsible for daily needs?  What happened to our thinking that allowed us to pretend that Christian charity includes offering assistance without commitments?  

The problem is philosophical.  The results are practical indolence.  Philosophically, the Greek idea of belief means that my Christianity is a cognitive commitment.  I have the right words.  I say the right creeds.  I acknowledge the right doctrines.  But I don’t actually have to do anything.  My beliefs are nicely contained in the world of mental assent.  Once I separate believing from acting, it is only a matter of time before my slothful human nature asserts itself without causing me to recognize that I have abandoned my faith.  If faith is only my inner confident assurance that I will get to heaven, then what I actually do in this life is just a temporal inconvenience.

But Christianity is not Greek.  It is Hebrew, and in the Hebrew world there are three critical actions that constitute the nature of faith.  They are the study of Torah, prayer and giving alms.  In other words, I must exercise my mind in understanding God and God’s instructions for living (torah), I must be in conversation with Him and become more human in the process, and I must do something for others from the excess that I produce.  To ignore any one of the three is to deny what it means to have faith, and clearly I cannot give alms (charity) unless I am being productive and creating excess so that I can give it away.  When faith is found only in acting according to God’s plan for living, then mental assent alone leaves me no better off than the unbeliever.  In fact, I am in even worse shape since I claim something about my life that is untrue.

Welfare is a big deal in our society.  Unfortunately, the kind of welfare we practice is anything but faithful to God.  If we as believers endorse a faith that removes the necessity of work, then we might as well put the millstone around our own necks.  It’s time to remove that weight and get back to work.

Topical Index:  Welfare
November 11  And he said, “I love you, O LORD, my strength.”  Psalm 18:2 (Hebrew text)

Surprised Again

I Love You – English is a troubled language when it comes to personal relationships.  It has plenty of words for the nuances of relationships with things, but it is significantly lacking in words which convey the nuances of deep relationships with people.  For example, there are dozens of words describing ownership, property rights, leases, etc.  But when it comes to “love,” the same word must suffice for baseball and ice cream and for personal devotion and romance.  Not so in Greek or in Hebrew.  Greek has four different words to capture the distinctions of love.  Hebrew has three.  But (surprise, surprise) none of those three words is used in this verse.  What David says is not like any of the usual words that capture the meanings of love in Hebrew.  That makes David’s statement all the more important – and it leaves us with an even greater vulnerability for misunderstanding.

The usual Hebrew word for love of God is ahav.  It carries the idea of the noblest of love’s actions found in relationships of deep devotion and total commitment.  Of course, Hebrew also has a word for friendship love (ra’yah) and sexual love (dodh).  All three together are only found in the Song of Songs.  None are in this psalm.  

David says, “er.kham.kha.”  The root word is racham - not what we expected.  What makes it so unusual is that this is a word that describes compassion and mercy toward someone who is under affliction or is helpless.  Now that seems utterly impossible here.  David does not have compassion and mercy for God.  Just the opposite is true.  God has compassion and mercy for David.  So, in this verse, racham is better translated as finding compassion and mercy.  That makes sense.  David experiences God’s mercy when he is rescued from the hand of his enemies, so he cries out to God, “I have found compassion in You.”  But how in the world does this get translated, “I love you?”

The answer is the deep connection between our essential helplessness and God’s essential care.  Racham is also the word for the womb, an overwhelming physical picture of the love relationship between mother and child.  Nothing is more helpless than an unborn child.  No human relationship is more deeply connected and more necessary for life than the relationship between a mother and an unborn child.  Our contemporary disregard for life, shamefully displayed in abortion “rights”, only underlines how fragile this love really is.  God uses the metaphor of pregnancy to express the intensity of His concern for us.  When David experiences that degree of compassion, he overflows with emotion.  His experience is one of deepest devotion and fidelity toward the One Who cares for him.  And that’s what this psalm calls “love.” 

Does this cause us to re-evaluate our headlong rush toward love as personal gratification?  Does this make us take a step back from our preoccupation with “falling” in love?  Is love our abbreviated term for someone else’s obligation to fulfill us, or is it an overflowing gratitude for compassion toward us?

Topical Index:  Love

November 12  but for Cain and for his offering He had no regard.  So Cain became very angry and his countenance fell.  Genesis 4:5
Nothing To Eat

Regard – Everything important about life is found in the first three chapters of Genesis.  Well, almost everything.  We might have to include this story about Cain and Abel since it describes the second original sin.  What it reveals about worship, God’s character and the nature of sin is so important that this passage might have to be added as an appendix to the original three chapters.  So, what do we learn here?

We find that the Hebrew word translated “regard” is literally “to look at” (sha’ah).  It can have both positive and negative connotations (as we see in this story).  So, God looked favorably on the offering of Abel, but He looked unfavorably on the offering of Cain.  The pictograph of this word tells a deeper story.  The consonants Shin-Ayin-Hey describe the phrase, “what comes from seeing what is to be consumed.”  That is a visual description of a sacrifice.  So, God didn’t just look at what these brothers brought.  He examined it with regard to its appropriate sacrificial quality.  He looked to see if it was worthy to be consumed in worship.  This is the first lesson, found buried in the verb.  Offerings to God will be examined for worthiness.  What is not acceptable will be rejected.  

We need to understand the full ramifications of this Torah principle.  Just giving isn’t good enough.  There is a necessary and essential examination process.  No credit falls on the gift or the giver simply because it is offered.  In later biblical elaboration, we discover the reason that Cain’s sacrifice was rejected.  Cain didn’t bring his best.  He thought that any gift was good enough.  He was dead wrong.

In this story we learn that there are specific requirements for appropriate worship of the Most High God.  They might not be spelled out in detail in Scripture but a little reflection on the text reveals them.  There is no prior instruction in Scripture that tells Cain and Abel what to present in their offerings, but we can easily assume that they knew what to do.  Their instruction was oral but it was nonetheless valid.  We are more fortunate.  We have it all written down.  We know the requirements (if we bother to read them).  They have not changed.  Just because we bring our tithes and offerings does not make them acceptable.  More is required than presentation.  

We might find some benefit reflecting on the introduction to this story.  In particular, we might want to ask whether what we bring meets God’s requirements.  When God looks upon our offerings, does He see something that reflects His character and that truly honors Him?  Or does He see compliance and obligation?  Does He find the very best of our efforts and assets released for His consumption, or does He discover what we can do without?  

It’s a short step from unworthiness in offering to anger at God.  Maybe most of our battles with sin are simply crossing that small divide.  Maybe we could prevent a great deal of our struggles with sin if we started by giving God what we hold most dear.

Topical Index:  Sin

November 13  “They looked, but there was none to save; even to the LORD, but He did not answer them.”  2 Samuel 22:42

Cloud Cover

Looked – A few weeks ago I climbed Pacaya, an active volcano in Guatemala.  The prospects sounded enticing when the trip began, but as we approached the crater, we discovered that clouds covered the top of the mountain.  The rest of the journey was treacherous and tentative simply because we could hardly see where we were going.  No matter how hard we looked, our vision was obscured.  David gives us the same picture of his enemies.  No matter how hard they looked for rescue, even to God, there was no deliverance.  God did not answer.  

Now we can learn something very important about the story of Cain and Abel.  The same Hebrew word, sha’ah, is used in the passage about God’s examination of Cain’s offering.  Just as God did not look with favor on David’s enemies, so He did not look with favor on Cain’s sub-par sacrifice.  But there is one significant difference, a difference that we must clearly understand.  God did not sha’ah Cain’s sacrifice, but God did speak to Cain.  Cain was not abandoned in the clouds at the top of a volcano.  He might not have asked for God’s help, but God offered it anyway.  God told Cain exactly what he needed to do in order to be looked upon with favor.  Cain didn’t do it.  The result was murder.  Cain’s refusal to listen to God’s directions after the rejection of his offering opened the way for an entire society of rebels against the Lord.  No sin stands alone.  Eventually, that legacy of rebellion found its way into the life of David.  David’s enemies were children of Cain because they did not find favor nor did they listen and obey.  When the children of disobedience come full circle, God no longer answers their pleas.  

Rabbinic thought would probably connect these two verses (Genesis 4:5 and this one) because they share common words and common themes.  One is also the inevitable consequence of the other.  Unworthy offerings lead to rebellious lives and rebellious lives lead to unanswered pleas.  This is very serious.  A life of antagonism to God is not erased in a moment of desperation.  The desperate moment might change a man’s direction, but only because God is unimaginably merciful, just as He was with the father of rebellion, Cain.  David understood the connection.  There is little point in crying out to God for circumstantial rescue if I have not first cried out to God for essential transformation.  I might as well try asking for a map in the cloud at the top of a volcano.  

It’s a short step from disregard for the things of God to an attitude of sinful rebellion.  It’s a short step from sinful rebellion to active disobedience.  It’s a short step from active disobedience to catastrophe.  But it’s a very long step from catastrophe back to experiencing God’s rescue.  Death-bed salvations are usually one breath too late.  If we find ourselves following Cain’s footprints in the clouds, it probably means that we have taken too many short steps.  It’s time to stop and repent of those tiny discrepancies that lead us toward obscured vision.  It’s time to retreat to the safety at the base of the mountain and forget about the rush of volcanic enticement.  It’s much better to look at a crater from afar than to fall into one.

Topical Index:  Sin

November 14  “Turn Your gaze away from me, that I may smile again before I depart and am no more.”  Psalm 39:13

Searing Stares

Turn Your Gaze Away – Once more we encounter the Hebrew verb sha’ah.  Now it’s translated “turn away.”  Of course, we know that this is a nuance of the basic meaning of looking upon.  But now we see another part of the picture.  God may look with favor on a sacrifice given from a heart of devotion, but the intensity of His stare at me when I am mortally aware of my unworthiness is devastating.  David cries out in his distress, “God, don’t look at me like this.  I can’t take it.  Your gaze destroys me because I see how unholy I am in Your presence.  Just turn away so that I can smile once more before I die.”

Of course, those feelings of devastation and remorse are part of repentance.  They belong to the forgiveness process.  Until I am aware of my lack of holiness, I don’t really understand the nature of my sin.  This nuance is crucial in understanding what happens with Cain.  David is a believer, an active follower of the One True God.  Because he believes, he is committed to a heart of obedience and that means that when his behaviors are revealed as sins, he is acutely aware of the personal disintegration that results.  He feels sorrow, an inward burning, reproach, reproof, sickness and tears.  But Cain doesn’t!

The difference between a man or woman who has begun the journey in the Kingdom is most clearly seen when it comes to sinful behavior.  Those who are citizens of the Kingdom get sick when sin is present in their lives.  Those who are not citizens of the Kingdom appear to be immune.  They do not experience soul-sickness.  They just get mad.  Now you know why the things that make you ill don’t seem to have any affect on others.  Not all who call themselves citizens know what it means to experience unholiness symptoms.  God’s searing stare causes grief and nausea for those who know His grace.  They can’t run because they are committed to Him.  They can’t hide because they know His presence.  They just feel terrible until they are ready to make an appointment with the divine doctor.  But those who are not on the path don’t feel these symptoms.  They don’t serve a living God so they don’t know when they are out of alignment.  If they have any emotions at all, they feel anger.  “Why should God’s rules interfere with my life?”  They are following Cain, and Cain’s only complaint was not about his regret but about the unfair punishment he was to suffer.  Cain’s god was himself.

Not all illness is soul illness, of course.  In a broken world, there are plenty of nasty bugs running around.  Just ask my friend Patrick.  He discovered that fact in Guatemala.  But every true believer knows the difference.  In broken-world illness, God still delivers comfort and peace.  In soul-sickness, there is no relief until we take 800 milligrams of repentance.   Do you want to know if you’re on the path?  Observe how you feel the next time you fall out of alignment.  The pathways of Cain and Abel go in opposite directions.  You’ll know the difference soon enough.

Topical Index:  Sin

November 15  Uphold me that I may be safe, that I may have regard for Your statutes continually.  Psalm 119:117

Looking On The Commandments

Regard – How do you look upon God’s instructions?  Oh, I know that you will probably say you treat them with respect and honor.  Of course, if you don’t follow them then your honor is nothing more than lip service.  But that’s not the question here.  The question is framed by David’s opening phrase.  David pleads that God will “uphold” him.  That word means to refresh, sustain and support.  David knows that looking on God’s statutes with proper obedient involvement is not something that he can do without God’s strength.  So, looking begins with dependence, not sufficiency.  

Of course, being refreshed, sustained and supported has an objective.  That objective is yasha’.  To be delivered.  To be saved.  The objective of God’s sustenance is my salvation.  Did you notice that it is all up to God?  David is the recipient of God’s favorable action, not the initiator.  Grace comes before a commitment to active obedience.  “Lord, sustain me so that I may be saved.”  

But salvation also has an objective, and it is not escape from this broken world or a free pass to heaven.  The objective of being saved is a proper, obedient regard for God’s instructions.  “Lord, sustain me so that I may be saved in order that I may obey You.”  If you disconnect the objective of salvation from the act of salvation, you defeat God’s grace.  You are not saved for nothing in this world.  You are saved precisely because you have a job to do here and now, and that job is to obey Him in this world.  His Kingdom needs to come on earth through you.
It is a popular heresy of contemporary Christianity to separate salvation from obedience.  This is a tragic mistake, but not because obedience results in salvation.  It doesn’t.  Salvation is the result of God’s favorable action toward us.  It depends entirely on Him.  Nevertheless, salvation is ineffective if it does not result in obedience.  My lack of obedience and my disregard for God’s statutes renders the whole process null and void.  It’s not that God doesn’t accomplish His will.  It’s that I reject the purpose of His plan by separating His action from my obligation.

Once again we see another facet of the Hebrew verb sha’ah, from the story of Cain and Abel.  The purpose of our offering is obedience.  The relationship that makes the offering possible is established by God.  The offering we bring honors the fact that He has acted favorably toward us.  Those offerings do not earn us one single cent when it comes to God’s salvation.  The offering is a symbolic representation of our gratitude toward God for upholding us.  Its purpose is to provide me with a means to express my gratitude in obedience but its goal is to restore the broken world to its proper relationship with the Creator.  From a Hebrew perspective, I do not regard God’s statutes until I am actively engaged in restoring His world according to His instructions.  That was Cain’s problem.  He wanted to change the rules for restoration.  He wanted to determine how he would regard God’s statutes.  But God doesn’t work that way.  We don’t have the option of selective application or alternative arrangements.  If God provides the grace for our salvation, then He gets to determine what the appropriate response shall be.  So, we’re left with this choice:  God’s objective or Cain’s.  

Topical Index:  Sin

November 16  but for Cain and for his offering He had no regard.  So Cain became very angry and his countenance fell.  Genesis 4:5

Sunburned Sin

Very Angry – Since Hebrew is a phenomenological language, it expresses most human emotions in picturesque descriptions of physical phenomena.  Cain’s reaction is a perfect example.  The Hebrew text is yi- khar  me-od, literally “burned (glowed) greatly”.  This physical depiction helps us recognize something about the nature of sin.  Sin has a physiological effect.

What’s happening to Cain?  A few preliminary questions will help us find the answer.  Who is the object of Cain’s wrath?  God.  Doesn’t that seem a bit unusual?  God always does what is motivated by good.  He is filled with compassion.  His instructions always lead toward righteousness and result in peace and joy.  Why would anyone be angry at God?  

There can only be one reasonable answer (there might be a lot of unreasonable ones).  The only logical answer is that Cain’s ego dismissed God’s character as unimportant.  In other words, Cain felt that God had no right to insist on something other than what Cain was willing to give.  Cain’s evaluation was more important than God’s.  If we didn’t know better, we might say that Cain was the original Greek philosopher.  He surely advocated that “Man is the measure of all things.”  Of course, the Greeks didn’t invent this point of view.  Wherever men reject God’s authority, they join Cain in his red-faced anger.  Cain’s first fatal flaw was his insistence that he knew what was good.  He listened to himself instead of listening to the external authority of the Creator.

Cain’s countenance fell.  This is also instructive.  When Cain should have fallen on his face in contrition, he chose to stand defiantly before God.  Of course, all that does is create a mirror for disobedience and the reflection in that mirror humiliates the defiant one.  Refusing to fall before God in submission, Cain stood while his face fell.  Repentance has one physiological effect.  Rebellion has another.  The sunburn of sin just makes the defiant face all the more visibly contorted.  When we stand before the Lord, confronted in our sloppy disregard for the things of God, there are only two possible reactions:  body-falling in submission or face-falling in rebellion.  The first involves the entire person.  The second attempts to compartmentalize who we are.  One of the physiological effects of sin is fragmentation.  

Reflecting on the story of Cain helps us see the SPF warnings (Sin Protection Factor).  Sin creates physical disharmony.  It separates us into discordant parts.  It causes emotional disturbance.  Any (or all) of these warning signs are indicators that we are moving away from the promise of God’s peace.  God promises integration.  Obedience brings harmony.  Mind, body and soul (a very Greek metaphor) flow together – and it shows.  If you begin to experience disintegration, if you find yourself feeling sin-burned, how much better it would be to fall before the compassionate God.  Cain’s defiance led to the second original sin.  His story reminds us that we are homogenized beings.  Pay attention to what is happening in you and you’ll experience early warning signals before they lead to “glowing greatly”.

Topical Index: Sin

November 17  And for this reason God will send upon them a deluding influence so that they might believe what is false  2 Thessalonians 2:11
Compound Interest

Deluding Influence – The refusal to believe has some very serious side effects.  These side effects are immediate, not a delayed reaction of eternal punishment.  But here’s the really scary part.  Those who are affected don’t even know it’s happening.

Paul’s commentary on this Old Testament principle leaves little doubt about the cause.  The reason God sends this terrible consequence into their lives is because they “did not receive the love of the truth in order to be saved.”  The Greek verb is dechomai, “to accept an offer deliberately and readily.”  It implies that an offer was made – and rejected.  This is not about the hypothetical little girl in a foreign country who has never heard the good news.  This is about the millions of real people who have been offered the gift of grace and who deliberately reject its promise and its obligation.  These are people who know God’s offer but choose to live according to their own gods.  For these, God has a special medicine.  It’s called an energeian planes (a “working error”).  

Notice that God’s medicine is active . . . a working error.  God doesn’t sit on the sidelines waiting for the inevitable judgment.  He acts now!  He sends these rebellious souls a working medication.  It affects them in this world.  Its long-term result might be terrible punishment, but that doesn’t mean there are no effects in this life.  These people are under divine deception, and there is no more powerful, nor inescapable, present-moment curse than this.  

This active curse is planes – the Greek word that means wandering away from the true path.  It is error, delusion, fraud and deceit.  In the New Testament, it is associated with wickedness and sin.  Notice the implication.  Because these people deliberately refuse God’s offer, God Himself sends a continuing, active delusion into their lives.  Quite frankly, they are doomed.  They lead lives of blind deception.  Unless God lifts the veil, they will go right on believing that they are perfectly correct while they march off the cliff.

This is very uncomfortable theology.  We want a God of eternal loving compassion and continual forgiveness.  We don’t want to think that God is actively engaged in deluding lost souls.  But it’s very hard to avoid that conclusion when we read Paul’s assessment.  God actively supports His children, and apparently, He also actively deludes His enemies.  This helps us understand why Yeshua says that no one comes to Him unless called by the Father.  The veil must be lifted before we can see, and only God can lift it, but woe to the one who “sees” and then refuses the truth.  A millstone is better than this curse.

Now here’s the scary part.  No one is immune.  This working error falls upon those who knew the truth.  I can’t deliberately refuse a gift that hasn’t been presented.  This curse is reserved for those who knew God’s offer.  Of course, remaining obedient and devoted protects me from any of these consequences, but the possibility reminds me that fellowship is no trivial matter.  Perseverance is serious business.  To deny grace once it is presented results in hell’s version of compound interest:  you pay now and you pay later.

Topical Index:  Sin
November 18  and that we may be delivered from perverse and evil men, for faith is not in all.  2 Thessalonians 3:2

The Real World

Perverse and Evil Men – Christians tend to think the best of people.  They are often more forgiving, more tolerant and more embracing than non-believers.  That’s usually because the character of God’s goodness modifies their natural suspicion of others.  When we experience the grace of God and the transformation of life’s perspective and attitudes, we project that experience of peace and goodwill onto others.  Sometimes it’s a big mistake.

The biblical assessment of this world never discounts the Fall.  The real world is tragically broken, and there are a lot of very broken people occupying this shattered planet.  While believers know the uplifting reality of peace and grace, there are plenty of God’s rebellious children who operate from the dark side.  No Christian should ever underestimate the influence of the opposition.  That’s why Paul is quite specific about his prayer concerning evil.  He asks God to deliver us from the power that these rebels really have.  It’s well worth considering.

What are the characteristics of “perverse and evil men?”  The first Greek word is atopos.  This is a bit surprising.  Do you see the word topos in this term?  Topos is Greek for “place” as in topology or topographical.  By adding the negative (a) in front of the word, Paul renders a literal meaning of “not in place.”  What does it mean to say that perverse men are “not in place?”  It means that these men are not in proper alignment with the Word of God.  They are without correct hierarchy.  They attempt to stand apart from God.  They want their own world.  They refuse to submit to the rule and reign of the Most High.  Of course, there are a host of synonyms for this word, like evil, bad, lawless, foolish, absurd and mindless.  Perverse means a lot more than wicked.  It applies to anyone who refuses to stand in proper relationship to God.  

Evil men is the translation of the Greek poneron anthropon.  We might have expected the Greek word kakos (bad character), but Paul has something else to show us.  You see, poneros comes from the root word ponos, a word that means to toil, to labor in pain under intense demands.  Paul chooses a word that reminds us of the Hebrew ‘atsav, the word that describes the toil in sorrow that accompanies the Fall (Genesis 3:17).  Why are these men evil?  It is not simply because they do bad deeds.  It is because they are sons of the disobedient Adam.  They have acted independently of God’s command and consequently, their lives are saturated with the same result.  These men have no spiritual joy in work.  Read that again.  God’s design is that work should be a reflection of worship (the Hebrew word avod), but when I no longer serve the living God, work becomes something else.  It becomes toil.  No matter how successful I am, my work will not reflect my service to God and cannot be a form of worship of the Most High.  That makes me an evil man.

Do you see what this means?  The perverse man refuses God’s authority.  He wants a world of his own making.  The evil man not only refuses God’s authority, he works without a sense of worship.  His objective is self-gratification.  No matter how noble the task, it is part of the system of this world and under the power of the enemy.  This means that there are a lot of perverse and evil men out there who could claim that they were morally upright.  They might fool those without a biblical point of view, but they should not fool us.  Nevertheless, their sin is so subtle that Paul prays we will be delivered from such men.  It’s a prayer worth remembering – and repeating.

Topical Index:  Sin

November 19  For I will not presume to speak of anything except what Christ has accomplished through me resulting in the obedience of the Gentiles by word and deed.  Romans 15:18

The Missing Résumé
Resulting In – When you read this statement from Paul, do you find it a bit perplexing?  Given the popular Christian view of evangelism, doesn’t this strike you as a little empty?  Where is the mention of the hundreds of decisions for Christ?  Where is the account of all those that Paul led to salvation?  It’s not here.  Paul’s résumé doesn’t contain any mention of conversions or memberships or church growth.  Instead, Paul says that he won’t speak about anything except what Christ has done through him that results in obedience.  That isn’t what we would look for, is it?  We want an evangelist who brings in souls, not someone who hammers away at obedience.  But, of course, we wouldn’t hire Paul.  He’s just too Jewish.

It’s easy to read right over the implication in Paul’s statement.  Since we think in terms of the numbers of converts, we don’t pay much attention to Paul’s insistence on obedience.  After all, if it’s all grace, who really cares about all those commandments.  They don’t count anymore.  I’m afraid that Paul would not agree.  You see, Paul’s focus is not on obtaining cognitive agreement.  It is about transforming behavior.  So, Paul doesn’t give a lot of credence to those who heard the good news.  He looks for those who obeyed the good news.  

The Greek preposition here gives us a clue.  It is eis, normally translated as movement from one place to another (into).  It is John’s preposition of special significance that he uses when he describes believing.  When I accept the Lordship of Yeshua, I move from one worldview into another.  Everything about my perspective changes.  Paul and John do not describe belief as a set of creeds or doctrines.  They describe believing as a way of living, and that way of living is all about obedience.  If there is no obedience, there is no conversion.  From a Hebrew perspective, obedience is the necessary and essential result of conversion.  It isn’t possible to be faithful without transformed living.  No one can claim to follow Jesus and not have changed behavior.
Don’t get confused here.  This is not an argument for earning your own righteousness.  Paul would never support such nonsense, and neither would any biblically-based Pharisee.  Paul is not talking about how we are saved.  He is talking about why we are saved.  We are saved in order that we may be obedient to God and bring about His will on earth.  So, from Paul’s perspective, it doesn’t matter one iota how many people claim to hold certain doctrines about Yeshua.  It only matters how many people follow the path that Yeshua set out.  That’s why Paul says that he will only count those whose lives become obedient as a result of his preaching.  

Now we have a much more accurate measure of what really matters.  Ask yourself how many people have become obedient as a result of your ministry.  By the way, that doesn’t assume that you are a religious “professional.”  Everyone has a ministry, a place where God puts you in order to bring about His will on earth.  In that place, God engineers your encounters with others.  The real question is not how many people heard the rationale of the faith from you.  The real question is how many obeyed as a result of your life.  Paul gives us a measure of our effectiveness, not our efficiency.  It’s time to do a re-count.

Topical Index:  Evangelism

November 20  Greet Andronicus and Junias, my kinsman, and my fellow-prisoners, who are outstanding among the apostles, who also were in Christ before me.  Romans 16:7
Gender Bias

Junias – The role of women in the church is perhaps one of the more incendiary issues among conservative denominations.  Marshalling verses from Paul’s letters, especially from remarks in Corinthians, many people argue that Scripture teaches that women should not have prominent leadership positions, especially positions of authority over men in teaching and preaching.  This view affects translators as well, and in this particular passage, attempts have been made to make the text be consistent with the doctrine rather than allowing the text to speak on its own.  A very tiny change leads to a very big mistake.

In the Greek text of Paul’s letter, Paul names a couple, Andronicus and Junia (that’s right, Junia, not Junias) as exemplary fellow-laborers for the gospel.  The actual Greek word is ‘Iounian.  Now, this could be a contraction of the masculine Junianus, but there are no other examples of this type of contraction.  Furthermore, several famous Greek scholars argue that this is really the transformation of the name into a form that expresses a direct object (Greek is not like English.  It changes the form of the word to express relationships like direct object, possessive pronoun, etc.).  That means that this person’s name is ‘Iounia, or in English “Junia,” a woman.  In other words, Paul is recognizing a couple where both the man and the woman are “outstanding among the apostles.”  In fact, this couple were believers before Paul, probably indicating that they were Greek proselytes and Messianic believers in the early church in Israel.  The early church fathers understood Paul’s remark to be about a married couple, both of whom were apostles.  

Several notable Greek scholars argue that the grammar of the phrase “outstanding among the apostles” can only be understood to mean that Junia was an apostle.  We certainly know that there were more people considered apostles than the original twelve.  Even Chrysostrom (one of the earliest theologians of the church) recognizes Junia as an apostle.  In spite of the NIV and the NASB and other contemporary translations to make this woman into a man, the Greek won’t allow it.  Neither will the evidence from history.

Why is this important?  Because if Junia, a women, is an apostle, then it hardly makes any sense to claim that women in the early church were not allowed to teach or preach or be leaders.  What else does an apostle do?  How can we possibly understand Paul’s positive acclaim for Junia if this same Paul instructs that all women are to be silent in all churches?  The propagation of the idea that women are to be segregated to roles different than men flies in the face of biblical teaching, including Pauline teaching.  It is inconsistent with equality under Christ, it ignores the Hebrew role of the ‘ezer (from Genesis) and it is in opposition to the interpretation of the church fathers.  We have invented this idea and it’s time to get rid of it.  Translations of the text that propagate this bias verge on heresy.  They reveal the misogyny of the translators, not the intent of the Most High God.  It amazes me that we could be so easily led astray by the change of one letter (from Junia to Junias), but I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.  Everyone comes to the text with an interpretive scheme.  That includes me.  Let’s pray that God will gently remove the blinders so that we can see the truth through His Spirit, not our bias.

Topical Index:  Women

November 21  according to the revelation of the mystery which has been kept secret for long ages past but now is manifested, and by the Scriptures of the prophets  Romans 16:25-26
Ciphers
Mystery – “Why don’t they see it?”  The question concerned the Jews, but it could just as easily be applied to anyone who finds the claims of Yeshua unwarranted.  It just seems so obvious to believers.  However, for some reason, even those who have held the Scriptures in highest regard for centuries still don’t see that they all point to the Lord and Savior Messiah Yeshua.  It’s a mystery.

Perhaps those of us who are followers of the Way, who have experienced the transformation that accompanies a relationship with Yeshua, don’t give enough weight to this word – mysterion.  The Greek idea is not about something extra-terrestrial or intractably perplexing.  Mysterion simply means something not fully revealed, something hidden.  There are two important implications here.  First, because the plan of God is a mystery, it can never be worked out through our own reason.  From the perspective of human understanding, it will always remain hidden.  Don’t underestimate how crucial this really is.  God may have designed the universe in such a way that the heavens declare His glory, but that does not mean that we are capable of figuring out how God will deal with our unholiness on our own.  In fact, the full impact of this statement means that every human effort to find a way into the presence of God is doomed.  There is no human way to find God.  He has to find us.  Revelation does not come from the human side of the equation.  The answers must be given to us, not reasoned through us.  Wherever you find religious activity that asserts Man’s essential ability to connect to God through rational exploration, you will find hubris and futility.  A mystery is not a riddle.  It is an impenetrable cipher.  Without a key, it will forever remain locked.

Secondly, the fact that God’s plan is a mystery explains why so many don’t get it.  If I refuse to use the key, it’s impossible to unlock the box.  In order to peer into God’s method of redemption, I must receive the key of the Messiah.  Until I open the mystery with the perspective of the Messiah as the key, it just won’t make any sense.  In this regard (and only in this regard), faith comes before understanding, but not much before, for the moment that I accept the key, the mystery unlocks and the world changes before my eyes.

Why does God use this method?  Why not just make it so plain and obvious that no one could ever miss it?  That’s the tendency in our evangelical penchant for rational evidence.  We think that the gospel is Greek and that all we need to do is present a compelling case.  But that’s not what is happening here.  The gospel is a mystery, held in secret for ages.  The reason that faith comes before the mystery is unlocked is that faith is obedience, not understanding.  I commit myself to the Lordship of the Messiah.  Then I understand.  I am not Greek, waiting to collect all the information and evidence before I decide if I want to join forces with God.  From the Hebrew perspective, I am confronted by a holy God.  My unworthiness stinks.  I see my true state.  And there is no escape.  I accept what He has done on my behalf in faith.  I acknowledge Him as my Lord.  Then the box opens.

Are you enjoying the mystery of obedience?

Topical Index:  Obedience

November 22  and the Spirit of God was moving over the surface of the waters.  Genesis 1:2
Gods of War

Was Moving Over – It’s a clarion call, a red banner, a sky rocket announcement and headliner.  This God is different!  If you don’t realize just how different the Genesis account is, then you will miss the great revelation of the character of God right here in the opening verses of Scripture.  If you don’t understand how Genesis opposes all other cosmogonies (i.e. explanations of the origin of everything), your relationship with this God will start on the wrong foot and be forever off track.

All ancient cosmogonies except Genesis portray the beginning of everything as warfare.  In other words, this world began in conflict, in the divine battle between good and evil.  From Babylonian to Egyptian, the pattern is the same.  An evil force tries to defeat the protector of human beings.  In a cosmic struggle, good triumphs, usually at great cost.  The result is the creation of this world, laced with the remnants of Evil’s prior dominance; a world of struggle and triumph.  This is the Superman cosmology, repeated over and over in Saturday morning cartoons, comic books, epic poems and movies.  

But this is not the biblical account.  In the Bible, God does not create from conflict.  He creates out of love.  There is no battle with evil.  There is grace, right from the beginning.  God doesn’t struggle against another divine force seeking to overthrow the human world (in spite of our popular mythological understanding).  God creates the world perfectly, without a war, without flaws and without resistance.

This is best seen in the Hebrew word me-rakhefet.  The root is rakaf.  It means to hover, to tremble or to move.  Here it is a participle – a continuing action like hovering.  It’s not used very often in Scripture but when it is used it is about things like eagles hovering over their young chicks.  Certainly it does not connote violence or struggle.  This is a word that describes tender, loving care.  This is particularly important because in this instance the waters represent the formless and chaotic void.  The first part of this very verse speaks of the emptiness and darkness on the earth and in the depths.  Yet God’s spirit does not enter the scene like a conquering hero.  No, it would be much more appropriate to say that the spirit of God approaches the material world like a gentle mother.  With tenderness and compassion, God forms all that we observe from that stuff of creation.  

The God of the Hebrews is not like any of the gods of war, not in character and not in method.  This difference is so startling, so radical, that it can hardly be overestimated.  It sets a completely different tone about the nature of the universe.  If the creation reflects the Creator, then something truly wonderful has happened.  Yes, sin has broken and disrupted the heavenly harmony, but it has not diminished the original design or the Designer.  We are part of a program of universal redemption – back to the original.  And the original was (and is) totally unique.

Isn’t it comforting to know that from the beginning His hands were soft and warm?
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November 23  Then you will cry out in that day because of your king whom you have chosen for yourselves, but the LORD will not answer you in that day.  1 Samuel 8:18
Too Late

Will Not Answer – America’s political beauty contest is over.  America has a new king.  While the world applauds the peaceful transfer of power, the righteous should quake.  We have seen it all before – and all too often.  The fatal flaw of humanity is the belief that we can find our own answers to problems.  All we need is a new leader, a new perspective, a change in the right direction.  The tragic mistake is that the same corrupted nature mounts the throne again.  Change never solved anything.  Righteousness is the only path away from judgment and destruction, and the rejection of righteousness as a way of life guarantees a terrible result no matter who sits on the throne.  It’s only a matter of time.

Since the election, several prominent Christians have spoken out about the ineffectiveness of prayer to change the outcome of the election.  I’m afraid that equating partisan politics with faith is myopic misunderstanding.  Samuel told Israel long ago what the results would be for choosing to be governed like other nations.  The fact that America changes its leaders by a democratic process doesn’t really matter.  Nationalism is not faithfulness.  It’s far more likely that prayer seemed ineffective because God is no longer answering.  Generations of disregard for His commandments eventually construct a lead ceiling.  Praying for Nineveh was pointless.  What Nineveh needed was repentance.

It must have been an ominous day when Samuel uttered the words lo-ya’ane.  Imagine being warned that God would not answer your pleas.  What kind of life could you possibly expect knowing that God was no longer accessible?  Yet this dire warning did not stop Israel.  Why?  Because Israel wanted to be like everyone else.  Israel wanted a change.  They looked at Egypt and Assyria and saw power and glory and wealth, and they said, “We want what they have.”  They placed their hopes in men – and they got exactly what Man can provide – no guarantees of anything.  

In the history of every civilization there is a tipping point, a point where God stops listening.  The inevitable consequences are collapse, destruction and judgment.  Who am I to say that we in America have reached that point?  I am no prophet, certainly not like Samuel, but I can see that righteousness is no longer the model for living in my country.  It hasn’t been for a long time.  This path of “change” is as dangerous as it gets.  And I’m afraid.  I’m afraid that God might stop listening.  This has nothing to do with who was elected president and who wasn’t.  Frankly, I’m not sure that either choice could turn the tide.  Ego, hubris, power and seductive promises riddled both sides of the aisle and the people voted their own morality.  I am afraid because I read the history of Israel and I know the God of the Bible.  I am afraid because I see civilizations that think they can ignore Him.  None has ever escaped.  I want the Lord to answer our cries, but I’m afraid.  Maybe we’ve gone too far.  Maybe it’s too late.  I pray that it isn’t, but I know that the moment will come when it is, unless Nineveh’s response is ours.

Topical Index:  Righteousness
November 24  But woe to you, Pharisees, because you tithe the mint and the rue, and every plant, and pass by the judgment and the love of God.  Luke 11:42

Good Enough?
Pass By – Pharisees were characterized by their scrupulous attention to the commandments of the Torah.  In addition, they followed the teachings of the oral tradition in a real effort to make sure that there wasn’t even the possibility of violating one of God’s instructions.  In their zealous pursuit, some of the Pharisees replaced inward devotion with outward compliance.  In other words, they thought that they fulfilled God’s requirements by their behavior alone.  Jesus took them to task over this mistake, but He didn’t argue that the outward demonstration wasn’t needed.  He argued that the outward demonstration must begin with inward reverence.

In order to be sure that they never violated the necessity of the tithe, these Pharisees offered ten percent of everything, including their herbs growing in the garden.  If there were ten leaves on the mint plant, one must be offered to God.  Their zeal was admirable, but the motivation was mistaken.  They were so concerned with the details of compliance that they forgot the bigger picture.  Jesus says that they passed by (parerchomai is the verb) the real issues.  The imagery is important.  The word means to come close to, to come near.  In other words, this verb tells us that the Pharisees were in the proximity of righteous behavior, but they didn’t quite get there.  What they were doing wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t quite right either.  They just barely missed the mark.

Most of us don’t tithe from our herbs.  Maybe we should, as a reminder that it all belongs to God.  Jesus just might smile at our desire to be so careful with His Father’s Word, but we will be no better off than the Pharisees He criticized if we don’t pay attention to the weightier matters.  Even tithing today can become merely the fulfillment of a religious obligation.  The tithe means nothing unless it is part of a life that finds the source of its action in the character of God.  Jesus points to judgment and love.  Today we have the tendency to emphasize the second and ignore the first.  That is also a mistake.  Unless we do more than come near God’s judgment, His love will not mean much more than a tenth of its true nature.   

We have replaced tithing herbs with tithing budgets.  It’s the same problem – meticulous counting to meet a particular requirement.  That’s not in alignment with the character of God’s judgment or love.  Imagine if God dispensed His love with the same calculated exactness as the way we tithe.  How would we respond to ten-percent grace?  

If your tithe smells like basil or mint, you might want to reconsider Jesus’ remark.   God’s love knows no boundaries.  Neither does His judgment (which fortunately is presently postponed).  Now is the time to convert from one leaf in ten to cheerful gratitude.  

Topical Index:  Tithe

November 25  And He sold them into the hands of the Philistines   Judges 10:7

Commodity Exchange
Sold – Prognostication is a useful art.  It’s too bad that we’re not more adept at it.  Unfortunately, when it comes to foretelling, most human attempts are nothing more than trial and error, with lots of error.  Fortunately, God’s prognostication is never mistaken.  The only problem is that we don’t pay much attention to what God says.  Apparently, we prefer our errors to God’s truth.

That’s pretty much the pattern of Israel after the exodus.  By the time Israel occupied most of the land of Canaan, they forgot God’s warnings about the tragic results of idolatry.  They entered into the worship of the local fertility gods, much in the same way that we have entered into the worship of our local fertility gods.  You know, the gods of a better life, more money, faster cars, bigger retirement accounts, celebrity idols and the whole culture of consumption.  Just as Israel believed that serving and sacrificing to these fertility gods would improve their circumstances, so we serve and sacrifice to our contemporary versions – all in the name of self-improvement.

God’s warnings are the same because the pattern produces the same results.  Prideful economic self-reliance brings about slavery.  Notice the choice of the Hebrew word to describe the way God deals with this form of idolatry.  God sells His children into bondage.  The Hebrew verb is makar.  It’s the basic verb of all transactional exchanges.  It’s used for the selling of a birthright (Esau in Genesis 25:31), of land (Genesis 47:20), of livestock (Exodus 21:35) and of people (Genesis 31:15).  The historians use this verb to describe selling oneself to evil intents (1 Kings 21:20).  God’s character doesn’t change.  If we decide not to follow His instructions, He allows us to choose our own poison.  The pursuit of leverage in exchange will become the method that brings us down.  Worship wealth, die in poverty.  Serve self-reliance, be sold into slavery.

It’s hard to imagine that God could make the object lesson any clearer.  For centuries, Israel repeated the pattern.  We seem to want to do the same thing.  Of course, our lack of historical perspective, especially the history of God’s interaction with men, is no excuse, but it does point to the stupidity of removing the biblical history from any form of reasonable education.  It’s almost as though someone wants us to never understand.  I wonder who that might be.

Israel finally did learn this lesson.  It took the Babylonian captivity to make it sink in.  Total devastation.  Loss of everything held dear.  Ruin of all the sacred places.  Torment and tragedy so great that people ate their own children.  It was not a pleasant experience.  The scar it left on the consciousness of the people was so deep that they never turned to idolatry again.  Doesn’t it make you wonder how deep the scar might have to be in order for us to abandon our fertility gods forever?  If I were a prognosticator, I suppose I might be inclined to suggest that a culture that lives according to its money may just have to die according to its money.  I think we call it poetic justice.  God calls it something else – judgment.  If He sold Israel in order for them to understand the true nature of commodities, what makes us think He won’t do that same again?

Thiruvalluvar, an Indian Tamil poet who lived before the time of the Messiah, said, “The only gift is giving to the poor; all else is exchange.”  We must to listen to this wisdom or become commodities ourselves.
Topical Index:  Worship

November 26   “but the flesh of the bull and its hide and its refuse, you shall burn with fire outside the camp; it is a sin offering.”  Exodus 29:14
Inside-Out

Sin Offering – How can we understand what a sin offering is unless we first know what sin is?  This question is just as relevant for us as it was for the children of Israel when God gave these instructions to Moses.  Whether we’re talking about the sacrifice of bulls or the death of Yeshua, unless we know what sin is, we won’t understand the nature of a sin offering.

We can start by digging into the construction of this Hebrew word.  In this verse, the word is chatta’at.  It paints a picture of separation in two interrelated ways.  The first pictograph shows us a sign of strong separation.  This is a fence between two things, in this case, between us and God.  But the second pictograph from the same consonants shows us a strong mark of the covenant.  This is also a fence, but instead of standing outside the barrier, we are now inside, protected and secure.  This dual nature of the word chatta’at means that the same word for “sin offering” in this context is also used in Genesis 4:7 to describe sin crouching at the door, ready to take Cain as prey.  Even in the earliest revelation about a sin offering, the idea of substitution is clearly conveyed.  I stand outside, burdened by my sin (chatta’at).  I bring a sin offering (chatta’at - exactly the same thing that kept me on the outside) and, when it is accepted, I move inside the fence of the covenant, but my offering is substituted and takes my place outside the fence.  That’s why the sin offering is burned outside the camp.

God’s divine economy is perfectly balanced.  What separates also unites.  The only thing that shifts is the beneficiary.  Once I was held captive by sin and death.  That sin was not erased.  It remained as a blot against the Creator and a verdict against me.  God did not wipe out the sin.  He moved the sinner.  In Exodus, something else took the place of the sinner so that the sin could be moved outside the camp.  Ultimately, someone else had to be the final sin offering.  And since no person born of Adam could ever act as the sinless substitute for all men’s sins, God Himself became the substitute sent outside the camp.  It is a great – and wonderful – mystery.

So, what is the nature of my sin, and how does that affect the reality of the sin offering?  In this glimpse into God’s plan, we see that sin is a catastrophic separation, a strong wall that removes me from Life.  The root of this Hebrew word means “missing the mark,” precisely the same idea that we find in the Greek hamartia.  But now we know that it is more than simply getting things wrong.  It’s more than being off center.  It’s being outside, being separated from the way, the truth and the life.  And without a sin offering, without a substitute for my position outside the fence, there is no way in.  My sin offering is really my sin, converted by God’s grace into something that can be taken outside the camp where I really belong in order that I can stand inside the camp where I long to be.

Topical Index:  Sin
November 27  “My punishment is greater than I can bear”  Genesis 4:13
Measure-for-Measure

Punishment – One of the greatest lessons of the Bible is reciprocity.  It is so important that the principle is repeated over and over in the stories of the Scriptures.  Once we recognize this principle, it helps us understand the potential dangers in our own actions, and the way righteousness confronts these dangers.  We can see the principle quite clearly in the Hebrew word translated “punishment.”  It is awon.  It is one of the four Hebrew words for sin.  In this case, it is sin that is especially grievous because it is deliberate.  The word itself paints a picture of something hung on a nail, twisting in the wind.  This kind of sin is premeditated, twisted perversion.  

Consider how strange it is for Cain to use this word.  By using this word, Cain admits to deliberately killing his own brother.  His own choice of words, following the measure-for-measure principle, indicates that his action was not an outburst of uncontrolled rage.  God warned Cain about this possibility, advising him to gain control of his anger.  Cain’s sin is intentional.  He says so.  But then He complains to God, the righteous Judge, that his “punishment” is too severe.  Using the same word that describes his intentional act of evil, Cain tries to shift the responsibility to God.  Amazing!  Does Cain think that his murder should be swept away in forgiveness?  Doesn’t he recognize that taking his brother’s life means forfeiting his own? God is gracious, even under these circumstances.  God does not take Cain’s life.  He condemns Cain to wandering and exiles him from the land.  Why?  Because the land has been polluted by Cain’s action.  It is no longer fit for his purposes.  The land that swallowed Abel’s blood will not produce for Cain.  What Cain wished to use for his own success has now been taken away.  Measure-for-measure.  

It’s the principle of measure-for-measure that Cain acknowledges in the word awon.  The only problem is that he has the measurement backwards.  His admission of the worst kind of sin results in a complaint against the Judge rather than an admission of his guilt.  In other words, he attempts to make God the perpetrator of the crime.  The guilty one deflects his responsibility by making the judge into the wounding party and the victim an incidental happenstance.  When criminals rationalize their actions, they always attempt to move from perpetrator to victim.  Cain now claims to be the victim of God’s unfair punishment (awon).  The truth is twisted.  The guilty squirms to recast the circumstances.  The second original sin shows us just how convoluted sin really is.

Cain’s rationalization seems to be repeated time after time.  It takes three steps.  First, it ignores the real act of evil.  Notice that Cain never mentions Abel.  Secondly, it shifts the blame from the crime to the punishment.  And finally, it attempts to make God (or the authority God puts in place) the real culprit.  Here’s the saddest part.  We have all done this.  We have all entered into the Cain project, rationalizing our behavior, denying our guilt and trying to make God responsible.  But here’s the hope.  God still protects Cain.  God still shows grace.  God’s character does not change.  Once we learn the measure-for-measure principle, we can be much more aware of the risks in sinful behavior.  Cain should have fallen on his face in repentance.  It’s far too late for him, but it isn’t too late for us.

Topical Index:  Sin

November 28  Now while Peter was greatly perplexed in mind as to what the vision which he had seen might be, behold, the men who had been sent by Cornelius, having asked directions for Simon’s house, appeared at the gate;   Acts 10:17
Preach It, Brother!

Perplexed In Mind – Why in the world would Peter be confused about the meaning of the vision?  Doesn’t it seem obvious?  The sheet lowers from heaven.  It’s full of clean and unclean animals.  God instructs Peter to eat.  Peter protests.  God says, “What things God made clean, you do not make profane.”  How could Peter miss it?  It’s about setting aside the dietary laws, right?  If it’s so obvious to us, why did Peter have any doubt?

The Greek is en eauto dieporei.  Literally, it means “was thoroughly confused in himself,” or “was hesitating greatly in himself.”  It’s a synonym for the idea of being double-minded.  Peter just couldn’t figure out what God was trying to tell him.  This should give us an important clue.  Peter knew that the vision wasn’t about clean or unclean animals.  Violating the commandment about food was simply impossible for a Torah-observant follower like Peter.  The vision was just the analogy.  The meaning had to be about something else, but he didn’t know what it could be.  It’s time to do some detective work.

First, we see that ten years after Pentecost Peter is still a torah-observant Jew.  When the animals are presented to him, he says that he has never eaten anything unclean.  Ten years after the supposed beginning of the “church”, Peter is still following the Torah.  It never crosses his mind that there is any other way to live in obedience to God.  He is confused because he knows that the Torah was never abolished.  Clean animals are still the only kind of acceptable food.  He just can’t figure out what God is talking about because he knows that God would never set aside the torah.  Jesus didn’t set it aside, and he won’t either.
Secondly, we must notice that for ten years Peter has been a leader in the Messianic movement in Jerusalem.  Ten years ago he preached that famous sermon proclaiming that the prophecy of Joel was now fulfilled.  Ten years ago he announced that God’s grace had come to both Jew and Gentile.  But for ten years he still continued to withdraw from Gentiles.  In spite of what he said, he wasn’t living it.  He could preach it, but he wasn’t demonstrating it.  In fact, Peter doesn’t realize that the vision is about people until he sees what is happening at the home of Cornelius.  Notice what Peter says in verse 28.  Peter still believes that it is unlawful for a Jew to even come near a Gentile.  Of course, there is no such provision in the torah.  This is strictly tradition; a tradition that was preventing Peter from fulfilling the commission of reaching the Gentiles; a tradition that God decided to break.  

Finally, we discover that once Peter realizes what God has done in the house of Cornelius, he is no longer confused about his vision.  He realizes that his traditional practice concerning Gentile interaction stands in the way of God’s plan and his own previous announcement.  Peter is changed.  But the change is not about the way he eats.  It’s about the way he evangelizes.  And it only took ten years.

Topical Index:  Traditions

November 29  YHWH looked down from the heavens on the sons of Adam to see, “Is there someone discerning, someone seeking out God?”  Psalm 14:2 (Hebrew text)

Open Hand

Discerning – What do you think about when you read the word “discerning?”  If you’re like most people of contemporary civilization, you think of a cognitive process.  You think about choosing one thing over another.  You think about careful examination of the alternatives.  In other words, you’ll think that discernment is a mental exercise.

Now let’s look at the Hebrew word.  It’s sakal.  The consonants of the word paint a very different picture than our Greek-based cognitive assessment.  The picture is about eating from an open palm.  Think about this in a nomadic culture.  Think about what it means for an animal to eat from your open hand.  It means trust.  When an animal is willing to eat the food that you hold out in your hand, that animal trusts you.  That animal discerns that there is no evil intent behind your offering.  That animal senses care and faithfulness.  You see the difference.  In Greek thinking, discernment is a mental process that results in choosing.  In Hebrew, discernment is the active display of trust.  God isn’t looking for decisive people.  He’s looking for those who will trust Him.  He seeks those who are willing to eat from His open palm.

What a difference it makes to realize that discernment isn’t a mental process!  It’s not about making correct choices or valid decisions.  It’s about my willingness to place my well-being in God’s hands.  Ultimately, it comes down to submission.  No wonder the Bible often uses the metaphor of sheep for human beings.  Sheep don’t have a lot of sense.  Without a shepherd, they get lost.  Without a protector, they wander into danger.  If they need anything at all, they need discernment, that is, they need to trust in the shepherd.  They need to know his voice and follow him (isn’t that what Jesus said in John 10).  The next time you read passages about discernment, think of sheep.  You’ll get the picture.

This verse contains a Hebrew parallelism, but you can’t see it unless you look for the pictographs in the words.  The word for “seeking” is darash.  It provides another image about eating.  This time the word displays “the path of a person who eats.”  Now you can see the parallelism.  God searches for someone who will eat from His open hand, someone who follows the path of those who eat.  There is nothing more basic to human life than eating.  In Hebrew thought, all life’s provisions, especially food, comes from the hand of the compassionate God.  If you want to eat, you need to find His open hand.  That’s the source of life.  Discernment is nothing more than searching for the source of your existence.

But here’s the twist.  The psalmist says that God looks for those who are seeking.  We will never find the source unless God does the looking.  The Father is anxious to find those who search for His open hand, and when He finds them, they are encouraged to come and eat – and be filled.

When it comes to discerning, are you Greek or Hebrew?  Are you weighing your choices or are you searching for the source?  Who will feed you today?

Topical Index:  Discernment

November 30  You shall not lend on interest to your brother  Deuteronomy 23:19
Taking A Bite

Interest – What do we do with a commandment like this?  Our entire global economy is based on financial leverage.  Interest is an integral part of this mix.  How could God command us not to loan funds without any profit?  

There are several verses in the Scriptures that speak about interest-bearing loans.  You might look at Psalm 15:5 or Exodus 22:25.  Of course, there is also Deuteronomy 23:21, the very next verse, which says interest-bearing loans to foreigners are acceptable.  Finally, you could look at the implication in the great blessing of Deuteronomy 28:12.  The simple fact is that God expects a different behavior toward those within His community.  The legislation about interest-free loans applies to action between followers, not to everyone.  If we looked carefully at the Hebrew word for “interest,” we would see why this is the case.

The Hebrew verb here, nashak, also means “to bite.”  The pictograph of this Hebrew word really paints a picture we would recognize immediately – biting the hand that feeds you.  Why is interest described as biting the hand that feeds you?  Two important factors help us understand this image and its implications for the community.  First, from the Hebrew worldview, every blessing comes from God.  If I am wealthy enough to be able to make a loan, it wasn’t my money in the first place.  My wealth is a direct result of God’s blessing.  I am merely the steward of His treasure.  Therefore, He determines how I am to use it, not me.  Secondly, the circumstances surrounding loans to fellow believers imply that these loans are given to those members of God’s community who are in real need.  These are not loans so I can buy a new car or take a vacation.  These are loans so that I can stay alive.  The idea is that one of my brothers in the faith has fallen on desperate times.  God says, “You are to help him without expectation of profit.”  In the cultural setting of the 14th Century BCE, these loans were given as a shield against abject poverty.  They were not so much financial transactions as they were charity.  God expected His people to be gracious to each other.  After all, the money was His.

Why is loaning money with interest like biting the hand that feeds you?  The only reason you have the money needed to make a loan is because God gave it to you.  So, to take advantage of the blessing God gave you by charging interest to one of His own is literally to bite God’s hand.  The commandment is simple:  Don’t do it!

On the other hand, the Torah does allow interest on loans to those outside the community.  These loans are not expressions of charity.  They are business transactions, and the Scriptures explicitly allow profit from such transactions.  The Scriptures never allow exorbitant rates but they do allow reasonable interest.  Even some of Jesus’ parables imply that business transactions with bankers should bring profit.  So, rest easy.  You have a different obligation to those inside the household of God, but it doesn’t apply to everyone.  Or so it seems, until we take seriously Jesus’ requirement to love our enemies.  What is allowed may not always be what love requires.  Jesus’ commentary on the Torah gives us something else to wrestle with, doesn’t it?

Topical Index:  Money
December 1  And this is the thing which you shall do to them, to sanctify them to minister as priest to Me   Exodus 29:1

Threshing Floor
Sanctify – What kind of picture do we see with the word “sanctify”?  Most of us are thoroughly Greek when it comes to describing this word.  We think about holiness in word, thought and deed.  We think about becoming better people, disciplining ourselves to be more like Christ or attaining godly characteristics.  In other words, we think of moving from worldly motivations to divine motivations.  We think of sanctification as the effort to become sinless.

All of those ideas are useful, but they don’t uncover the deeper truth about God’s view of sanctification.  The Hebrew word kadash paints a fascinating picture that has very little to do with personal discipline.  Of course, we know that kadash means to be set apart.  That’s the basic idea behind the Hebrew translation of this word.  We are set apart from the profane for the exclusive use of God.  That’s why sanctification can be applied to tools, animals and even land.  Whatever is set apart for God’s exclusive use is kadash (sanctified).  But there is a pictograph here that shows us more than this linguistic meaning.

The consonants that make up the verb kadash are qof-daleth-shin (Q-D-S).  The Qof consonant is a picture of the setting sun.  It displays the idea of something that is in the past.  It looks back in order to see where something originated.  The consonants D-S paint a picture of threshing (literally, the door to eating).  In a culture where grain had to be separated from chaff by threshing before you could make flour and bread, this event was a daily occurrence.  So, sanctification becomes the visual imagery of something that comes after threshing.  What comes after threshing?   Useable grain, grain removed from its useless husk.  

Now we can see that there is more in this image than simply setting something apart for God’s use.  The process of sanctification is the removal of what is not useable and the retention of what is useable.  It’s the stripping process.  Sanctification removes what God cannot use.  And here’s the deepest insight.  I don’t make this happen.  The harvest from the field doesn’t thresh itself.  It has to be sifted, tossed, crushed, broken and sorted by the thresher.  Sanctification is the way that God gets rid of all the stuff that keeps us from being optimally useful to Him.  That process is usually not very comfortable.  It’s hard to have the husk stripped away, but it’s absolutely necessary if God is going to have the pure grain to work with.  You might have thought of sanctification as your effort to make yourself into a better Christian, but you would have missed the point.  Sanctification is God’s effort to sift you.  Your role in this process is to let Him do it.  Too often we resist the stripping process because we think that sanctification can only be a good thing.  It is a good thing, but it usually arrives when we are tossed up in the air.  No grain was ever threshed while it lay undisturbed on the floor.

Do you want to become set apart for God?  Do you want to experience sanctification?  Then be ready to be tossed about, stripped and crushed.  Not destroyed, just purified.  When all the sifting is finished, God will make great bread from your life, bread that others will eat and be filled.

Topical Index:  Sanctification

December 2  and you shall burn all the ram on the altar; it is a burnt offering to YHWH, a soothing fragrance  Exodus 29:18

A Heart On Fire

Burnt Offering – “What goes up.”  That’s the meaning of this Hebrew word (‘olah).  It’s the right description of the burnt offering because the smoke from this fire ascends to God and He delights in it.  Of course, there are a few things about this offering that we might miss if we think it is simply the sacrifice of an animal in the fire.  We will need to look a little deeper.

Most of the instruction about the burnt offering is found in Leviticus (cf. Leviticus 1, 6, 9 and 10).  The first thing we learn is that the burnt offering was strictly voluntary.  Why is this detail important?  Because the burnt offering was a symbolic expression of the complete and total sacrifice of the heart of the one who brought the offering.  In other words, God does not compel heart submission.  We must choose it.

Secondly, we learn that the burnt offering was an offering of total destruction.  The animal was burned to ashes.  The ashes were left overnight and then removed to a sacred place.  Nothing was left behind.  In the same manner, a heart submitted to God must be ready for God’s full consumption.  There can be no reserve.  It’s all or nothing.  That’s another reason why it must be voluntary.  You’ll notice in the prophets that the complaint against the burnt offerings is about the hearts of the ones who make the offering, not the rituals they perform.

Finally, we discover that only certain animals and birds are acceptable as burnt offerings.  Bulls, sheep, rams or male birds are on the list.  Nothing else.  Why wouldn’t God accept any kind of burnt offering?  Because even though I volunteer the offering, I do not set the requirements for the offering.  It is not my offering.  It is God’s!  He determines how the offering will be presented, what is appropriate and what must be done with the results.  This is a crucial lesson.  Too often we come voluntarily to God, ready to offer ourselves to Him with the stipulation that we determine how we will present the offering.  It doesn’t work that way.  God gives us the opportunity, the structure and the process.  If our heart offering is going to be acceptable and useful to Him, we must follow His pathway, not ours. Willingness alone is not enough.  It must be willingness combined with submission to God's design.  God specifies the way that we must come to Him.  Just as there is only one path to salvation (through the Messiah), there is only one path of full surrender (according to His instructions).  Too often we think that because we have the right road to salvation, any other path will do for dedication.  Leviticus reminds us that we aren't the designers of any part of this program.

Why is the smoke of this offering a soothing fragrance?  Well, now you know.  It has nothing to do with barbeque.  It is all about the symbolic representation of the willingness of the presenter to give entirely, without conditions, a life ready for God’s use, according to God’s design.  This is not the only offering in the Torah, but it is a very important one.  If you want to see the paradigm example of a burnt offering, and everything that it means to make such an offering, you might re-read the gospels.  Yeshua might have died on the cross, but His life was a burnt offering from beginning to end.

Topical Index:  Offerings
December 3   and you shall wave them for a wave offering before the face of YHWH  Exodus 29:26

Sign Language
Wave Offering – Many English translations of the Hebrew word tenufah make us think that this offering is something like the Catholic ritual of signing the cross.  On the surface, it appears as though the priest or the worshipper is supposed to move his hand in a certain fashion.  But this can hardly be what it really means since the same word appears in Leviticus 14:12 where it is applied to a live lamb and in Numbers 8:11 where it is applied to the entire tribe of Levi.  No one can imagine “waving” a whole group of people before the Lord.  That means we need to look at the deeper idea, not the actual physical action.  What we find is religious sign language.  The idea behind the “wave” offering is the demonstration of a special consecration.

Of course, there is an action associated with this offering.  You can see that in the previous verb (“you shall wave”).  The Hebrew verb is nuf.  It’s used to describe the movement of a saw or a sword.  It’s used to describe the falling of rain and the motion of one’s hand.  Apparently the priest did follow some similar movement, but the priest’s actions are not the offering.  The offering is the decision to proclaim a special consecration.  The action only represents the underlying intention.  So, it’s possible to consecrate an entire tribe, a live animal or an individual with the same symbolic movement.

Many churches today use similar symbolic gestures in religious worship before the Lord.  From child dedication to marriage, from benedictions to “the right hand of fellowship,” we still participate in religious sign language.  The only real question is how much of these rituals belong to God’s order of worship and how many of them come from other sources.  This much we know for sure.  God included sign language in His instructions about consecration.

There’s something else we need to know about the “wave” offering.  It is almost always connected to another kind of offering – the peace offering.  Some part of the peace offering is eaten by each participant, the priest, the one who makes the offering, and God (His part is consumed in the fire on the altar). 

Christianity doesn’t pay much attention to the various offerings and their place in the worship of the Lord.  Apparently most Christians think that the offerings commanded by God are part of a system of worship that no longer applies.  That seems to be a mistake.  After all, long after the resurrection of Yeshua, Paul, Peter and the other apostles were still following these ancient rituals.  A lot of Paul’s discussion with his missionary communities is about the proper understanding of offerings.  Somehow we seem to have retained some of the sign language but lost most of the meanings.  Just because these rituals were given by God to Moses and Israel doesn’t mean that they don’t have any significance today, does it?  What would change in your viewpoint about the world if you incorporated a “lifting up – wave” offering in your worship?  Would it help you remember the practice of consecration?  Would it remind you of your day-to-day fellowship with God and His people?  Maybe we need a better greeting than “Have a nice day.”  Maybe we need a “wave.”

Topical Index:  Offerings

December 4  Thus they shall eat those things by which atonement was made at their ordination and consecration, but a layman shall not eat them, because they are holy.  Exodus 29:33

The Class System
Layman – When did God establish a professional clergy?  When did He sanctify some of His congregation to act as His representatives and emissaries while the rest of His children remained ordinary citizens of the Kingdom?  If your answer began with this verse, where God consecrates Aaron and his sons as priests to minister to the Lord, then you won’t be shocked by this translation.  But if you look a little more carefully at the Hebrew, you’ll find something quite unusual.  There is no word here for “layman.”

The Hebrew text uses the word zur.  It absolutely does not mean “layman.”  It means foreigner or stranger.  A zur is someone who does not belong to the house of Israel.  The prohibition about the eating of the food offered in atonement for the priests is not for “laymen.”  It’s for those who do not belong to the community of God’s children.

Do you realize how important this little translation change really is?  The only way that zur can be proposed as “layman” is if we assume that there are two kinds of relationships between God and His people – one for the specialists called priests and another for the rest of us.  This distinction is imposed on the text.  It fosters the idea of a two-class system but it is not part of the Scripture in Exodus.  Furthermore, if you read carefully you will find that the process God designs is not about elevating the priests.  It’s about atoning for their sins.  

Here’s another clue that helps us see how the translation has been arranged to provide an image of a “called” priesthood.  Did you notice the word “ordination” in this verse?  In our culture, ordination is definitely a word about priests, pastors and professional clergy.  Ordinary believers don’t get ordained.  Ordination is only for God’s “special” servants.  But if you read the Hebrew, you wouldn’t find this word at all.  Instead, you would find the phrase “to fill their hand and set them apart” (lemale et-yadam lekadesh otam).  There’s not even a hint at some ordination ceremony.  This is about consuming the offering so that God can deal with their sins.  Do you remember the peace offering?  The one who makes that offering eats some of the offering, God consumes some of the offering and the priest eats some of the offering.  But here there is no priest.  These men will become priests, ministering to God.  So they eat some and God consumes the rest.  This does not mean that they are now religious professionals.  It means that they are now selected by God to be implements in worshipping Him.  Translations that change “stranger” to “layman” and “consumption” to “ordination” replace Israel’s culture with our own.  What a tragedy!  If we allow this kind of translation, we propagate the idea that only some of God’s children are qualified to be His true disciples.  But that’s simply impossible.  Didn’t God say that He chose all of Israel to be a nation of priests?  Didn’t Yeshua teach that we, every one of us, are called to full citizenship in the Kingdom?  Didn’t He teach that there are no segregating barriers and classes in His Father’s house?  Didn’t Paul tell us that our very bodies are the temple of the Holy Spirit?  If all of that is true, then where did this two-class system come from?

Topical Index:  Clergy
December 5  I will consecrate the tent of meeting and the altar; I will also consecrate Aaron and his sons to minister to Me.  Exodus 29:44

Who’s Serving Whom?

To Minister – This is a surprise.  Aaron and his sons are not ministering to the people.  They are ministering to God.  They are consecrated to the Lord.  The focus of their actions, the instructions that they follow, the purpose of all that they do, wear, eat and say is about worshipping God.  Given our view of ministry, doesn’t that seem a bit strange?  Can you imagine going to church and watching the pastor worshipping God?  What do you think church would be like if the role of the “clergy” were only to serve the Lord, not to provide the sermon, chair the committees, run the staff or develop the programs?  Who would do all the rest of the things that needed to be done?  Oh, now I get it.  This little change implies that everyone has an active role to play.  No more passive congregants.

In Hebrew, the word translated “to minister” is kahan.  You can see that it is directly related to the word kohen which means “priest.”  Therefore, the translation should really be, “to act and serve as priests to Me.”  The concept of ministry, so popular in our view of church, really doesn’t fit here.  After all, God doesn’t need counseling, sermons, praise and worship teams, Sunday school curriculums or offering collectors.  If Aaron and his sons were consecrated by God to act and serve as priests to Him, what does that really mean?  How is it different from our invention of the role of the clergy?  Most importantly, why does God need priests anyway?

We usually think of priests as intermediaries.  They act as some kind of official bridge between us and God.  Of course, that role seems to have been replaced by the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers.   Now we believe that each one of us acts as a priest.  But what we discover from Exodus is that this concept really isn’t new.  It was established the day that God chose Israel to be a kingdom of priests.  The priestly role that all of God’s children play is directed toward those outside the Kingdom.  We act as intermediaries for those who have not yet been grafted into Israel.  We are God’s hands and feet to the lost.  But that’s not the kind of role that Aaron and his sons play.  After all, Israel is not lost.  Israel doesn’t need to be grafted in.  Israel is already elected.  So, why does God establish the Levitical order?  

David tells us what they do (see 1 Chronicles 15:2).  Moses tells us when they do it (Exodus 32:26).  And God tells us why (Deuteronomy 10:8).  You can read some of the details in Numbers 1:50-51 and Numbers 3:6-10.  God establishes His priests before Him because they were passionate about who He is.  They are God’s official praise team.  They bless God.  In the process, they are living examples of active obedience and submitted worship.  

Does God need priests who run the local church?  Hummm!  I’m not so sure that’s what He had in mind.  Maybe the idea of a church as a community of saints doesn’t really support the hierarchy that we find so numbing.  God seems to have had another purpose in mind, namely, blessing Him.  I wonder if we are ready for that kind of priest.  And I wonder if there really is any other kind.  Just thinking.

Topical Index:  Priest
December 6  But if any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all men generously and without reproach  James 1:5
The GPS Bible
Wisdom – Don’t we just want God to tell us what to do next?  Don’t we really want the Bible in GPS translation?  “Turn right in 100 yards” becomes “Marry the girl in the blue dress standing by the fountain,” or “Take the second job offer you get on Wednesday.”  Oh, and if you make a mistake by not paying attention, then God’s voice from the GPS Bible says, “You missed my direction.  I am recalibrating.  Please choose the third church on the east side of Maple Lane to attend this Sunday.”  

Why are we so intent on having God’s GPS system for our lives?  Part of the answer lies in the preoccupation we have with control and predictability.  You see, we’re really very Greek in our thinking.  We want certainty in our lives.  We want to know what’s going to happen so that we can be fully prepared, control the circumstances and keep everything in order.  Guess what?  The world is broken.  It just doesn’t work that way.  And even if it did, I’m not so sure that God would allow you to get away with such immaturity.

Why is this persistent quest for certainty a sign of immaturity?  The matter can be compared to a man teaching his son to drive.  Day after day the father drove the car while his son sat in the passenger seat.  The father explained every detail of driving, but the son never sat behind the wheel.  When the day came for the son to take the driving test, the father said, “Now just sit next to me while I drive and pretend that you are doing what I am doing.  That way you’ll be sure to pass.”  Ridiculous, isn’t it?  That’s just as ridiculous as it would be for us to expect God to make all the decisions in our lives while we sit in the passenger seat.  Any good parent trains a child by slowly letting the child take responsibility for actions until, at last, the child is capable of operating as if the character of the parent were always present.  That’s not the same as being on my own.  God’s plan is to mold my character so that I act with His character in mind every time.  To request that God hold my hand at every decision point and make the decision for me is to refuse to absorb His character.  The GPS Bible is for infants, not spiritual adults.

The real Bible is filled with a certain kind of tension – a tension that is necessary for the development of true relationships.  That’s what James means when he uses the Greek word sophia.  He is not thinking about precise directions.  He is thinking about the Hebrew word hokmah, found in Proverbs.  It means attitude and behavior in alignment with God.  In fact, Proverbs teaches us that God alone possesses wisdom and He gives it as His gift to men.  There is no such thing as “worldly wisdom.”  Anything except action aligned with God’s character is foolishness!  James tells us that if we lack the character attributes of God in our living, we can come to the Father and ask Him to shape our lives so that we display who He is – and He will generously supply the circumstances that will bring about this transformation.  He won’t reproach us for our previous misdirection.  It is to His glory that we be conformed to His image.  

Wisdom is the training process that allows God to put you behind the steering wheel.  The Bible is a map, but it’s not a GPS.  You must learn to read a map so that you can drive the road of life with the same perspective that God has, but that is not the same as asking Him to drive for you.

Topical Index:  Wisdom
December 7  he shall make atonement on it with the blood of the sin offering of atonement once a year  Exodus 30:10

Surroundings

Sin – The Hebrew God is a God of community.  Everything He does has corporate consequences.  Do you truly understand just how important this is?  Our civilization has moved from the Hebrew view of communal interdependency to individual freedom and independence.  When Man is the center of the universe, then individual man becomes the focal point of life.  That means I assume that God’s actions are centered on me!  It’s my sin that needs forgiveness.  It’s my plans that need assistance.  It’s my nation and my people and my church and my family that matter.  Finally, it’s my God.  This kind of thinking comes from a deep misunderstanding of the nature and character of God and sin.  Nevertheless, this self-centeredness is woven into the fabric of our way of life, even in our view of Christianity.  It’s time to listen to the Torah.  It’s time to discover the meaning of chatat (sin). 

For the Hebrews, sin is basically an offense against someone who is part of the same covenant community.  In other words, if you and I share a covenant agreement, any of my actions that offend or harm you is sin.  We are part of the same community and we are expected to treat each other as equals (neighbors).  Sin victimizes another member within the covenant.  But here’s the kicker:  God is also part of this covenant community.  Therefore, sin victimizes God.  Every offense against my neighbor also makes God a victim of my covenant-breaking action.

In Hebrew, sin contains its own consequence.  You can think of sin like a sphere.  The sphere surrounds the action and the results of the action, including the punishment for the action.  There is no real separation between the crime and the punishment.  There is no distinction between the verdict and the sentencing.  Sin has the same relational character as the community that gives sin its meaning.  Koch says that sin is “pregnant with disaster.”  That’s a good summary.  Once sin is conceived, it will always result in the birth of tragedy.  But in the Hebrew mind, this tragedy is not confined to the individual.  It is a community calamity.  Whenever sin occurs, the perpetrator, the victim, the community, the environment and God Himself are involved.  No man sins by himself.

Our Greek culture is repulsed by this communal connection.  Because we prize our individuality and independence, we can’t imagine why God would punish an entire group of people for the sin of one person.  We can’t understand why the sins of the fathers result in calamity for the great grandchildren.  We think God is unfair.  We have missed the point.  No man sins by himself.  We can argue with God about what is fair, but that won’t change the nature of sin.  Sin is a communicable disease.  It spreads.  It infects everyone around it.  It is never contained in the single person.  Why?  Because the very nature of sin is relationship-breaking.  Your secrets are not secret to God, and eventually, not to anyone else.  You can’t change the nature of sin by complaining that it isn’t exclusively individual.  Sin is relational.  Period!  No wonder the whole community needs atonement.  No matter how tiny the offense, everyone is involved.

Here’s the first lesson:  My sin is not mine alone.  Therefore, repentance and forgiveness are also not mine alone.  So, who’s involved with you?  What community did your sins infect?

Topical Index:  Sin

December 8  he shall make atonement on it with the blood of the sin offering of atonement once a year  Exodus 30:10

Backwards Redemption

Sin Offering – Yesterday we learned that the Hebrew view of sin is relational.  Sin is relationship-breaking behavior and it affects everyone within the community.  From our individual worldview, we might not like the consequences, but that doesn’t matter.  Sin is what it is - a community disaster.

Once we understand this, we need to take another look at the idea of a sin offering.  You see, there is no word for “offering” here.  The only word present in the Hebrew text is chatta’th.  That’s the word for sin, not sin offering.  So, how did this get translated as “sin offering?”  The answer is found in the influence of Roman thinking about sacrifices.  What we discover has had an enormous effect on our whole idea of God’s grace.  Unfortunately, the effect isn’t Biblical.

Translators have added the idea of an offering to this text because of something that happened centuries ago when this verse was translated into Latin.  The Latin idea behind an offering is the phrase do ut des.  It means, “I give so that you might give.”  It’s like our modern phrase “tit for tat.”  In other words, Latin contained within it a presupposition about the nature of sacrifices.  That presupposition was based on the pagan idea of appeasement.  I did something to appease the gods and the gods did something for me in return.  This concept gets built into the translation of the text, so when the translators came to the word chatta’th in the context of sacrifices, they assumed that this was an appeasement process.  The great tragedy is that we have carried this view along with us for centuries.  We still think that we have to do something in order for God to accept us and forgive our sins.

But consider how backwards this really is.  YHWH is not a God who receives anything.  He is a God who gives.  His very nature is about giving love and compassion.  YHWH is not the object of a sacrifice.  He is the subject.  That’s why the priests minister to Him, not to the people on His behalf.  The sacrifices are not to appease God.  They aren’t there to assuage His anger.  The sacrifices are about worshipping Him, honoring His glory and majesty.  Actually, the sacrifices have nothing to do with human efforts to take away our guilt.  Instead, they are demonstrations that God has already forgiven us.  They are celebrations, not forensic obligations.  

This is a tremendous shift in our thinking, but an absolutely critical one.  Why?  Because so much of our behavior is still based on the idea that I have to become worthy of God’s love.  So much of our thinking is still stuck in the appeasement process of pagan religion.  Even our translations of the text contain disguised pagan concepts.  We must stop thinking of the sacrificial system in pagan terms.  It is not, and never was, a process for achieving forgiveness.  God is the subject of the sacrifices, not the object.  The sacrifices are rejoicing over who He is, not rituals to earn His favor.  Once we see this, we will never again think that the Old Testament sacrificial system had anything to do with meriting grace.  That is pagan and it was never part of the way God revealed Himself.  Grace is God’s way, and it has always been God’s way.  There aren’t two covenants.  There is only one – a covenant of grace.

Never slip into pagan appeasement.  God does not require merit.  He does not wait to be placated.  God gives mercy to the unworthy.  God gives grace to sinners.  God never expects us to become holy in order to earn His favor.  If that’s what you thought the sacrifices are all about, you missed the whole message.  It’s time to change to John’s point of view.  “For God so loved the world that He gave.”

Topical Index:  Offerings

December 9   And on the next day Moses said to the people “You yourselves have committed a great sin; and now I am going up to the LORD, perhaps I can make atonement for your sin.”  Exodus 32:30

Derivatives

Sin – Not all sin is the same.  Yes, I know that we often speak as though every sin has the same forensic result, that is, every sin breaks the relationship with God.  That’s true.  On that scale, sin is sin.  But there is more than one kind of sin, and I don’t mean the differences in sinful actions.  You see, Hebrew has several derivatives from the basic root chata that require careful distinction.  For a concept that is so important in the Hebrew understanding of life, it’s a shame that our language blurs them all.  Let’s see what happens when we separate two of them.

Koch points out that chata’ah differs from chatta’th in the following way.  Both are translated “sin,” but the first refers to individual actions while the second refers to the continuing “sphere of conduct observed by Yahweh, which he will one day punish.”  In this verse in Exodus, the first occurrence of “sin” is chata’ah (the sins of the individuals) but the second occurrence is chatta’th (the realm of conduct seen by God which must either be punished or atoned).  We have only one word for both, so we don’t see the change and the development of the two.  Consequently, we never notice that Moses really says that the individual sins of the people have created an enduring sphere of evil consequence for the community that must be dealt with one way or the other.  More importantly, we don’t notice that Moses is not going to make atonement for their individual sins but rather for the communal consequences that followed from their individual acts.  Each individual confesses and repents, but the community as a whole needs atonement before God.  Moses declares to the people that their individual actions have created a corporate guiltiness and both must be dealt with.  When Moses pleads for the people before God (just two verses later), he acknowledges their individual sin (chata’ah) but he asks God to carry away (lift up) their chatta’th, that is, their communal guilt.  

When we read these verses, we often think as individuals.  We assume that Moses is pleading for the individual forgiveness of each person in the congregation.  But that isn’t what’s happening here.  Moses is a Hebrew.  When he comes before God, it is the community guilt that is on his mind, not the individuals who caused that guilt.  In other words, Moses is asking God to lift away the inevitable punishment that will necessarily fall upon the entire community as a result of individual actions.  Wow, do we need to change our view of the impact of sin!

You and I are individuals within communities.  Unless you live in a cave or on a deserted island, you have relationships with others.  Some are deeply personal.  Some are simply acquaintances.  But they are all affected by our sins.  Atonement isn’t just for me.  It’s for my interconnectedness with you.  It’s for the spill-over factor.  When was the last time you (plural) were wholly forgiven?  When was the last time your congregation made atonement for the sins of a particular individual?  When was the last time you (singular) asked the community for forgiveness?

Topical Index:  Sin
December 10  For sin shall not be master over you, for you are not under law, but under grace.  Romans 6:14

Cain’s Legacy

Master Over You – Think like a rabbi.  Jesus was a rabbi.  Paul was a rabbi.  They taught like rabbis.  Now it’s our job to think like one of them so that we can understand what they are communicating.  And one of the methods that rabbis use is the occurrence of similar words.  Of course, that’s not how most of us attempt biblical interpretation.  We try to find consistent concepts.  We look first at the idea, regardless of the vocabulary.  But that way is very much in line with Greek cognition, not with rabbinic recognition.  A rabbi pays attention to repeated words regardless of their context.  This is one of the reasons why we have so much difficulty understanding someone like Paul.  He just doesn’t think the way we do.

This verse is an opportunity for you to practice your rabbinic skills.  Paul used these words to recall similar terms in the Torah.  Do you know they are in the Torah?  You’re right.  They come from Genesis 4:7.  That’s good rabbinic detective work.  Now here’s the next step.  What do these words tell us in the story of Cain that has application in the letter to the Romans?  We have to start the investigation by asking how the Hebrew word moshel is used.  This word comes from the root mashal.  It’s used in Genesis 1:18 for the sun ruling the day and the moon ruling the night.  It’s used in Joshua 12:5 for a king ruling over a country and in Judges 8:23 for God ruling over His people.  It’s clearly about dominion.  The pictograph gives us another view.  It’s the image of controlling destructive chaos.  So, when God tells Cain that he must master sin’s desire, God is saying that sin wishes to bring chaos and destruction into Cain’s life and Cain must rule over that desire.  

Did you notice that God expects Cain to do this?  Did you notice that this implies that Cain is able to do this?  Sin is not some unconquerable, mysterious force, sneaking up on me and catching me by surprise.  It is an enemy that needs to be conquered and controlled.  God’s advice to Cain is exactly the same advice He gives us today.  “You must master it.”  

There’s something else here that we need to see.  Did you notice that God’s advice to Cain is not about pleasing God?  God says to Cain (literally), “Whenever you please, exaltation.”  Does this mean that God is demanding appropriate action?  Not at all!  God is not the object of the exaltation.  Cain is.  God is saying that whenever Cain does what is pleasing in the sight of God, Cain will feel exaltation.  In other words, Cain will master sin’s desire to bring chaos into his life by doing what is right.  Cain does not have to please God in order to pacify God.  God is not part of this equation.  Cain needs to do what is right because doing so gives Cain the ability to keep chaos out of his life.  The immediate consequence of right action is the power to master the destructive force of sin.  The only question Cain needs to answer is this:  What is the right thing to do?  Once he has the answer, he must do it.  And fortunately, God gives us the answer.

Rabbi Paul provides us a commentary on the Genesis passage.  Notice that the drama is the same.  Sin desires to rule over us.  But it will not be allowed to do so.  Why?  Because we do not use the law as if it were an attempt to appease an angry God.  We know that we are under God’s grace, just as Cain was before he refused God’s advice.  The law has not been abandoned.  It’s just that the decree of punishment established by the law no longer applies because we have been forgiven.  We are under grace, counted as not-guilty* in God’s court.  Therefore, we can rule over sin.  Why?  Because God’s law tells us what is the right thing to do and God’s imputed righteousness makes us capable of doing it.  The law works in conjunction with grace, enabling us to master the chaos that would otherwise control us.

Cain left us a legacy.  It’s not the legacy of disobedience, sin and destruction (although his life certainly shows us what occurs when we do not master sin).  The legacy he left is the commentary of Paul.  If we do what God says is right, sin will not be a problem.  Just doing what God says is the right thing to do, and that allows us to rule over our enemy.

Topical Index:  Sin

*Just a little explanation.  We are not innocent when God redeems us.  That would be mean never committed the offense.  Instead, God’s grace changes our status to not-guilty.  We did commit sins but someone else paid the penalty, so under God’s law, we are no longer considered guilty.  The only innocent man to ever live is the one who paid the price for us because only an innocent man could.

December 11  Shall we sin because we are not under the law but under grace?  May it never be.  Do you not know that when you present yourselves to someone as slaves for obedience, you are slaves of the one whom you obey, either of sin resulting in death, or of obedience, resulting in righteousness?  Romans 6:15-16    

Ignoring The Obvious

Obey – What is the name for a Christian who doesn’t obey the Word of God?  No, it’s not “carnal.”  Louis Sperry Chaffer made up that moniker about sixty years ago.  The apostles had a different name for a person who claims Christ as Lord but has no outward signs of transformation.  They called this person a liar!  If that seems too harsh for you, it’s time for you to re-read the Scriptures.  Faith without works isn’t immature or deficient.  It’s dead!  It’s as good as being in the grave.  Paul uses another metaphor of the same thing – slavery.  If you want to know the truth about someone’s claim to be a follower of the way, examine his behavior.  You’ll know right away whose slave he is.  It’s obvious, isn’t it?

You’ll notice something else about Paul’s use of the slave metaphor.  I don’t stop being a slave just because I become a Christian.  Being under grace does not remove the need for obedience.  I am not free to follow my own heart.  Grace redeems me from the consequences of sin in order that I may become an obedient slave.  Being an obedient slave doesn’t save me.  God saves me.  But He saves me so that I can be the obedient slave I was supposed to be.  In other words, grace makes obedience possible.  God doesn’t deliver me so that I can go to heaven.  God delivers me so that I can be His slave.

Paul’s metaphor focuses on the Greek word hypakoe.  Yes, it means “to obey,” but there is something in this verb that we should notice.  It comes from the root word akouo that means “to hear.”  Now you can see the connection to Paul’s Hebraic background.  When Paul says that we are slaves to the one we obey, he uses a word that recalls the Shema.  To hear and to obey are the same word in Hebrew.  What Paul suggests is that our behavior demonstrates who we are listening to.  We might say what we believe, but we do what we really value, and it is in the doing that our true allegiance is shown.  The apostolic writings are filled with this concept.  In fact, it’s impossible to miss – if you read what the text actually says rather than ignoring what doesn’t fit the carnal Christian modification.  There are no fence-sitters in the Kingdom.  I am either aligned with God’s will, striving to be obedient because He has rescued me, or I am a slave to another voice.  I am either listening to (and obeying) God or I am listening to (and obeying) some other master.  There is no middle ground.

Too often our preoccupation with entry passes at the pearly gates clouds the obvious requirement of obedience.  We get confused because we know that salvation is not a matter of meritorious effort.  But we forget that grace has a purpose, and it’s not catching the train out of here.  Just as God delivered Israel from bondage in Egypt in order that Israel might serve Him as a royal priesthood, so we are delivered from bondage in order that we might serve Him as a holy nation.  That part of the plan has never changed.  It’s just become more obvious over the last five thousand years.

There is a fine line between grace and obedience.  Effort doesn’t save us, but once saved, effort is the name of the game.  You and I get to walk that fine line, maintaining our status as slaves of the Most High God by listening and obeying.  We are privileged to be His.  Now we get to show it.

Topical Index:  Slave
December 12   so that by them I may test Israel  Judges 2:22
Enemy Occupation

Test – Why doesn’t God just remove temptations?  Wouldn’t it be easy for Him to just take away all the seductive opportunities that we face?  If He really wants our holy obedience, why doesn’t He just get rid of all those things that could trip us up?  A lesson from the history of Israel helps us answer these questions.

When God gave the Promised Land to Israel, He told them to exterminate the idolatrous nations that lived there.  No covenant agreements were to be made with any of the defeated nations.  Nothing of the fertility cults was to be left behind.  But the tribes of Israel did not follow God’s game plan.  Once they established their domination in the land, they let some of the previous cultures remain.  They didn’t exterminate all those people.  A small group remained in the hills, another group in the plains.  Some were even allowed to mix in with the tribes.  After Joshua died, the Angel of the Lord rebuked Israel, saying “What have you done?  Because you did not follow My commandment, I will not drive these people out of the land.  They will become your enemies, living among you, and their gods will become a snare to you” (Judges 2:1-3).  Israel’s initial disobedience resulted in a permanent struggle for holiness.

The Scriptures tell us that God never intended for His children to deal with the constant presence of idolatry.  Had Israel obeyed God in the first place, this threat would have been removed.  But once Israel failed to obey, God did not rush to their rescue.  He deliberately left the idolatrous cultures in the places Israel refused to eliminate.  Why?  In order to test Israel’s subsequent obedience.  The Hebrew word here is nasa.  It is used to describe determining the worth of something by testing it.  It’s the same verb used when the Queen of Sheba tests Solomon with questions aimed at determining the quality of his wisdom, as well as the verb used when God asks Abraham to sacrifice Isaac as a test of Abraham’s devotion.  It does not describe a temptation.  Instead, it describes an opportunity to demonstrate quality.  This change in perspective is crucial.  Too often we think of seductive circumstances and spiritual obstacles as unnecessary hindrances, but now we see from Israel’s history that these are the very things God uses to refine obedience.  

Israel’s failure can become our victory.  God did not punish Israel by leaving their enemies in place.  God allowed the natural results of their original disobedience to become an opportunity for further obedience and refinement.  God’s intention was not retribution.  It was second-chance restoration.  Of course, it would have been much easier to be obedient in the first place.  The enemies would have been removed.  But God didn’t give up on Israel.  He simply found another way to bring them to spiritual maturity.  In fact, the entire history of Israel can be summed up in God’s faithfulness in creating alternatives.  Every failure produced another way for Israel to become obedient again.

That’s usually what happens to us.  Typically, we don’t execute God’s original, perfect plan.  We mess up.  But God doesn’t give up.  He leaves behind what we didn’t take care of and uses it to reshape our chance for obedience.  Every past failure becomes an opportunity for future victory.  It all depends on how you look at it.
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December 13  and they took their daughters to them for wives, and gave their daughters to their sons; and they served their gods  Judges 3:6  

Sex Problems
Took – It’s a pattern that is repeated over and over in Scripture.  Idolatry is introduced into God’s family through sexual relations with outsiders.   Time after time, we see that as soon as Israel begins to intermarry with those who do not follow the path of YHWH, they fall under the influence of the imported gods.  Idolatry enters on the wings of sexual attraction.

Remember how careful Abraham was when it came to the marriage of his son.  He sent his servant back to the homeland to find a wife who came from a believing family.  Isaac didn’t check the personal ads.  He didn’t join a dating service.  He didn’t even “fall in love.”  His father arranged the marriage with someone who was a strong believer.  Love came afterward.  Attraction didn’t interfere with the most important decision – whom do you worship?

Remember what happened to Esau.  He rejected the possibility of such arrangements.  He took for himself two wives from the Canaanites.  It was a disaster.  The same mistake is repeated by Solomon (who certainly should have known better) and many others.  Sexual attraction pushes aside spiritual commitment.  No wonder the Bible has so much to say about its dangers.

If we pay attention to the choice of verbs in this verse, we see something else that reveals the nature of this danger.  The Scriptures tell us that the sons of Israel took the daughters of these foreign cultures as wives.  The verb is laqach.  It is used to describe the actions of acquiring by purchase, seizing, snatching, carrying away, taking possession of and marrying.  Of course, in this context we want to think of marrying, but notice the fuller meaning of this verb.  All of the actions are forceful.  All of the actions are possessive.  All of the actions describe behavior that is about getting something that I want by nearly any means necessary.  Isn’t it interesting that Scripture uses this kind of word to describe marriages outside the household?  If this verse were written in Greek, the verb would be eros, not agape.  Eros is a word about love, but it is love that desires to possess, not to give.  That’s what we see happening here.  The sons of Israel desired to possess the women of Canaan.  What they didn’t realize, or didn’t care to consider, was that this desire to possess had disaster hidden under the covers.  Their sexual interest destroyed their spiritual awareness.  

Our culture doesn’t arrange marriages anymore.  We are thoroughly committed to the Greek-Canaanite model.  We think that marriage is about finding the perfectly compatible partner that will make us feel complete.  We go about seeking to possess what we are missing.  And when we find that special solution to our emptiness, we take it.  I wonder if we realize the consequences.  I wonder if we care.  Maybe we need to really re-think how marriage works in God’s house.  Maybe we need to put marriage completely in the hands of God.  He usually knows what He’s doing. (
Topical Index:  Marriage
December 14  And Moshe spoke to YHWH, saying, “Let YHWH, the God of the spirits of all flesh, appoint a man over the congregation”  Numbers 27:15-16

A Man Of the People

Appoint – Not many leaders display the character of Moses.  There’s a reason that he was called the most humble man who ever walked the earth.  If we look hard, we can see this amazing humility right here, at the end of his life.  Moses’ request should instruct us about true leadership, and it has nothing to do with center stage miracles or divine displays of power.

Replay the scene.  God speaks to Moses, telling him to go up to the mountain to view the Promised Land.  Moses is informed that he will not enter it because years ago he was disobedient.  He will die in the wilderness, never setting foot in the land that he spent his entire life waiting to possess.  Imagine how we would have responded with our preoccupation with grace.  

“Lord, this isn’t fair.  My sins have been covered.  You have forgiven me.  I spent my whole life serving You.  I deserve to reap the reward.  Besides, these people need me.”

Moses, the man groomed to become Pharaoh, had already experienced the destruction of one dream.  His vision for freeing his people as the head of Egypt died forty years ago.  Now God informs him that because of a tiny error in judgment years before, Moses’ other great dream will also evaporate.  Not many of us would have responded as Moses does.

And how does Moses respond.  He asks nothing for himself.  He doesn’t utter a word of complaint.  He doesn’t make a single excuse.  His answer focuses entirely on the people.  He asks God to be sure to replace Him with someone trustworthy.  Moses instantly accepts God’s judgment and immediately turns his attention toward the welfare of the very people who have been such a burden.  Moses displays his true leadership quality.  His life is not about what he wants.  It’s about what is good for the people of God.

Moses asks God to appoint a new shepherd.  The Hebrew root is paqad.  It means a bit more than “appoint.”  Some of the nuances of this verb include “to attend to, to pay attention, to seek and to assign.”  The context usually determines the intended meaning, but the background contains the flavor of all these.  Moses might be asking God to simply appoint someone, but it seems more likely that he is asking God to examine, seek and assign the perfect new shepherd to replace him.  Not anyone will do.  This has to be the right man for the job, and only God is able to determine precisely who that right man is.  Here’s another characteristic of true leadership.  I leave the appointment of my replacement in the hands of God.  

We, of course, have the tendency to do our own succession planning.  We try to put our replacement choice in the position, usually because we want someone who will carry on our marvelous legacy.  Notice that this is not Moses’ concern.  Moses doesn’t care who follows him as long as it is God’s choice.  Once again we see that Moses isn’t thinking about himself, not even about his reputation or legacy.  His only concern is that the people have God’s chosen shepherd.  We have a lot to learn, don’t we?

Topical Index:  Leadership

December 15  And you shall put this ark in front of the veil that is near the ark of the testimony, in front of the mercy seat that is over [the ark of] the testimony, where I will meet with you.  Exodus 30:6
A Wedding Date
Meet – Where would you go to keep an appointment with God?  Does that question sound strange to you?  In an age when we think of God’s presence everywhere we are, the stipulation that God will meet the sons of Israel in a particular place seems very odd.  God is everywhere.  Why would we have to go to some designated spot to meet Him?  Why does God make such a big deal out of this particular place?

The significance of God’s appointed meeting place is found in the relationship between the testimony and the mercy seat.  The testimony is the Torah, God’s instruction book about life.  It contains all those provisions that make life work in blessed harmony.  Of course, as a consequence of spelling out those provisions, the Torah also reveals our sinfulness.  Although it was intended to show us how to be holy, it had the effect of displaying our sin.  There isn’t much point in God meeting me over a copy of the Torah.  I would be condemned.  The meeting would be over.

So, God meets me above the mercy seat, the place of atonement, which covers the testimony.  The mercy seat was the lid of the ark.  Once in place, it covered the commandments, offering a way to blot out my guilt.  God meets me in the place where we can actually converse, the place where my sin is covered by His grace.  What’s amazing about this particular stipulation is that the necessity of grace has been a part of the covenant community since God initiated the covenant.  God’s appointed meeting place is just one more demonstration of the fact that deliverance has always been the operation of grace.  

The Hebrew word ya’ad (meet) has two rather interesting meanings.  The first, of course, is about pointing out a place of meeting, specifying or designating a gathering place.  But this word is also used in Exodus 21:8-9 to describe choosing a wife.  The common link between the two meanings is the idea of appointing.  Isn’t it fascinating that even the word associated with the gathering place of God has marriage connotations?  The trust, loyalty, fidelity and commitment involved in marriage are displayed in our encounter with God at the mercy seat.  Atonement is not simply forgiveness.  It is a wedding ceremony with the Most High.  It’s a place where vows are exchanged.  We become His because He has chosen us.

I wonder if we think about atonement when we get married.  Probably not.  We don’t realize that the deepest meaning of a wedding is not about the union of two human beings.  It’s about God’s love affair with us.  It takes God’s grace to make the greatest wedding possible.  His wedding vows can only be given in the place of atonement.  I wonder if the vows we make to each other on our wedding day would be deeper and stronger if we realized that atonement is behind this divinely-ordained ritual.  I wonder if our choosing a partner would become a much more significant and important process if we first thought of marriage as becoming God’s partner for eternity.

Topical Index:  Mercy

December 16  My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge  Hosea 4:6
Just Think About It

Knowledge - How often have you heard this verse quoted in a plea for renewed diligence toward the things of God?  The quotation is usually followed by an enumeration of our lack of Bible study, church attendance, daily devotion or some other missing element in the quest to understand God’s ways.  But what if the verse doesn’t really say anything about our scarcity of divine information?  What if it’s about something that has nothing to do with mental cognition?  Would that change our actions?

This Hebrew word (da’at) comes from the word ‘yada.  Of course, ‘yada is not just about factual information.  It covers the range from knowing that 2+2=4 to Adam knowing Eve.  In its application to God, it’s not about information.  It’s about relationship in action.  Why are God’s people destroyed (actually, the word means “cut off”)?  It’s because they lack an intimate, working relationship with Him.  They have plenty of information, but they lack desire to apply it.  We would have seen this immediately if we had just continued to read the rest of the verse.  “Because you have rejected the knowledge, I also rejected you from being priest to Me.  Since you have forgotten the law of your God, I will forget your sons.”  What does it mean to lack knowledge?  It means to forget God’s instructions.  Knowledge of God is practical application of His Torah.  The people God rejects, the ones He forgets, are the ones who no longer practice His commandments.  They don’t lack systematic theologies, liturgies or rituals.  They lack compassion, mercy and forgiveness.  Doesn’t that sound like something Jesus said about the weightier matters?

Quoting Hosea is important, especially today.  But we must never think that Hosea’s verse is about Bible study, sermons or Sunday school.  We must never imagine that Hosea was telling us to get back to school, study more or earn another theological degree.  God speaks through Hosea calling His people to action.  DO WHAT I SAY!  That’s what it means to have knowledge.

Now we can easily see how much we know.  Just look at our actions.  Are we in conformity with God’s directions?  Do we share His concerns?  Do we follow His instructions?  As the song goes, “Make a list and check it twice.”  What do you eat?  When do you celebrate His holidays?  What do you give to His kingdom?  How do you interact with the people of His concern?  How do you treat your enemies?  

By the way, just in case you haven’t carefully read the rest of this verse, did you notice the result of lack of knowledge?  The people are no longer suitable as priests.  You can’t fulfill God’s mission in the world if you aren’t living according to His direction.  You can, of course, do a lot of noble, wonderful, illuminated, altruistic work, but it won’t be useful to God.  You might win the Peace Prize or the accolades of the church, but God will have to forget you.  You see, there is only one way to be useful to God and that’s to do it His way.  That’s why knowledge is practical application.  It shows up in the way we live, move and have our being.  It’s not what’s in my head.  It’s what’s in my hands.

Topical Index:  Knowledge

December 17  This is how we know we are in him:  whoever claims to live in him must walk as Yeshua did.  1 John 2:5-6 (NIV)

Follow Me

Walk – It seems pretty clear, doesn’t it?  John says that if we claim to be in Christ, we must walk as He did.  The Greek verb, peripateo, is a nice Hebrew idiom translated into Greek.  In Hebrew, it would be halach, used figuratively to express a way of life.  Even today the Jewish community uses the term halachah to describe rules for living.  So, John is merely telling us that Jesus observed certain halachah, and we need to do the same.

Ah, now you know what’s coming.  What were Jesus’ rules for living?  If you want to claim to be His follower, then you need to follow Him.  Apparently John didn’t think that following meant sort of imitating the general style of life that Jesus might have adopted in the modern world.  Apparently John was not concerned about being relevant to the culture.  John was concerned about particular and specific patterns of obedience.  He tells us that the claim to be a disciple will manifest itself in our lives because we will observe the same things that Jesus observed.  Shall we make a list?

Go read the Gospels again.  Each time you see Jesus displaying a behavior, ask yourself if that action is also present in your life.  Don’t spiritualize it!  John is not suggesting that walking means traveling in generally the same direction.  John is saying that what Jesus did, we must do.  So, we could start with Jesus’ actions with regard to worship.  Oops!  Maybe we better skip that one since it was Jesus’ practice to go to a synagogue and participate in a worship service that had its roots in the tabernacle and the temple.  Maybe we should start with His actions in the community.  Ah, maybe not.  It looks as if Jesus was constantly putting others before His own needs.  It looks as if He acted without regard to personal concern.  It looks like He embraced all genders and all ethnic varieties and all enemies as equal.   Let’s move on.  Maybe we could just have a ham sandwich and a soda and think about all this.  Oh, that doesn’t work either.  Jesus was kosher.  Goodbye shrimp cocktails.

Maybe John was wrong.  Maybe he forgot about grace.  Under grace, we don’t have to pay attention to halak, do we?  After all, we’re free.  We can worship God anyway we want, can’t we?  We can live any kind of life we want, as long as it’s morally correct, right?  We don’t have to be Jewish.  Just because John and Paul and James and Matthew and a bunch of other first century disciples actually did what Jesus did doesn’t mean we have to, does it?

Do you ever wonder why we systematically filter out the obvious implications of what the New Testament authors say in favor of a lifestyle that accommodates contemporary culture?  Do you ever wonder why we elevate the principle of love beyond the acts of obedience?  Do you ever wonder why none of the writers of the New Testament do the same thing?  They seem to think that the way Jesus walked is the way we should walk, but what do they know?  They didn’t have to deal with the pressures we face, did they?  Weren’t their lives a lot easier?  After all, it was only life and death for them.  They didn’t have to commute.

Topical Index:  Obedience
December 18  “You see, brother, how many thousands there are among the Jews of those who have believed, and they are all zealous for the Law;”  Acts 21:20

Church Fanatics
Zealous – There’s a lot of discussion these days about the impact, power and outreach of the early church.  There are a lot of books, programs, videos and training tools that try to recapture all that energy for our struggling congregations.  We read the accounts of the demonstration of God in power and we wonder why we don’t see the same things happening today.  Of course, we could listen to the theologians who tell us that God only managed such demonstrations for the grand opening celebration.  However, those pronouncements seem like rationalizations of our ineptitude rather than explanations of a God who has been shaking up things for a long, long time.  There’s another problem that makes all the New Testament evidence even more difficult to explain.  Since God opened the doors on His grand plan way back at Sinai, it hardly seems likely that He shut them when the last apostle died.  Maybe we need to read a bit more carefully.

When Paul shows up in Jerusalem, recounting his work visiting synagogues and preaching the truth of the Messiah, he is greeted enthusiastically with this comment, “You see, brother . . .”  What are these fellow believers anxious for Paul to see?  That there are thousands of believers and that they are all zealous for the Law?  Let’s re-read this from a Hebrew perspective (which was, of course, how it was originally expressed).   The Jerusalem counsel tells Paul that thousands of Jews have come to believe that Yeshua is the Messiah.  They are still Jewish, but now they are what we would call Messianic Jews.  Notice the next part of this eager announcement.  Every one of these believers is zealous for the Torah.  They haven’t stopped being Jewish in their outlook on life.  In fact, they are more enthusiastic than ever about practicing Torah observance.  Actually, the Greek text doesn’t use the word as a verb.  It’s a noun.  They are zelotai.  They are zealots.  It’s not just what they do.  It’s who they are.  They are walking, talking examples of Torah-living.  They aren’t just a few left-overs from prior Jewish rituals.  All of the new converts to Messianic Judaism are living affirmations of the central place of the Torah.

Do you suppose that this had anything to do with the outpouring of God’s Spirit in their community?  Do you think that God found these believers incredibly useful to Him since they were living in obedience to His ways?  The rather amazing fact, subsequently ignored, is that when the lives of men and women find grace in God and become followers of His way of doing things, His Spirit floods them with demonstrations of His desire to reach the rest of the world.  They become the channels of God’s majesty, power and compassion.  Suddenly those tiny restricted pipelines that couldn’t accommodate God’s greatness are opened wide and He comes pouring through.

I wonder if we haven’t missed the obvious.  Maybe we don’t experience the same kind of amazing church growth, transformed lives and cultural impact because we are no longer zelotai for the Torah.  We’ve put those books on the shelf under “Interesting History but No Longer Applicable.”  We’ve closed down the pipeline to the smallest possible opening and allowed only grace to squeeze its way through.  Consequently, the excited announcement of the Jerusalem council doesn’t gush from our lips – and neither do the signs and wonders that accompany it.

Topical Index:  Church
December 19  for in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith; as it is written, “But the righteous man shall live by faith.”  Romans 1:17

Status Symbol
Righteous – Tim Hegg, in the book The Letter Writer, makes an incredibly important point about Paul’s understanding of righteousness after his encounter with Christ.  Paul as a Pharisee thought of righteousness as the identifying mark of those elected by God.  Since he believed that election was a matter of ethnic heritage, he thought that all those who could trace their bloodline back to Abraham were therefore marked as righteous before God.  It was on the basis of Abraham’s faith that every Jew was saved.  This stamp of righteousness ultimately applied only to those who were descendents of Abraham.

Then something happened.  Paul encountered the living Christ.  His theology was radically altered.  He saw the light.  Righteousness was not an ethnic status symbol.  It was a spiritual status symbol.   It indicated the status that the righteous God imputed to all those who trusted Him.  So, as the summation of all that Paul knows about faith, he quotes Habakkuk 2:4.  But he doesn’t quote it the way that we usually think of it in this translated verse.

The Hebrew of Habakkuk should read, “It is on the basis of faith that the righteous one lives.”  In other words, the one who trusts God demonstrates righteousness.  That’s what it means to be righteous.  On the basis of this trust, this one will live.   This means that trust produces the kind of person who perseveres.  Righteousness is not something that I procure as I place my trust in God.  God counts me righteous and because of that I have faith in Him.  As a result, I live my life based on that faith and that is the demonstration of righteousness.  Hegg says, “for Paul, the words ‘righteous’ or ‘righteousness’ . . . do not describe an idea or ideal (as they would in Greek) but rather the character of holiness within the confines of a relationship – in this case, the relationship of the sinner with God as well as the man. . .  Entrance into the covenant (which ascribes the status of righteous) also brings an enablement to live within the guidelines of that covenant – ‘to live sensibly, righteously and godly in the present age.’”

God makes sinners righteous.  In doing so, He enables men and women to live out the demonstration of that righteousness by keeping His covenant instructions.  That means that Habakkuk does not say, “It is on the basis of my faith that I am given righteousness.”  He says, “Those who are marked as righteous are preserved on the basis of faith (trust).”  In other words, those who go forward after God has chosen them, live according to the trust they place in God.  They are members of the covenant of grace, and that covenant affects every thought, decision and action that they make in the world.  Grace dominates them, saturates them and infuses them until they have no other way of being in the world.  They didn’t earn that grace.  It didn’t come from their heritage or their personal efforts, but once it arrived, it changed everything about them.  Now they cannot live without it.  They were stamped righteous and they now live righteously.  The two go hand-in-hand.

We may never really know why God chose us.  All we know is that we were confronted, humbled and abased.  He chose us and we submitted to Him.  From that moment on, our lives exhibited being grace-filled, resulting in the process of exhibiting righteousness. 

Topical Index:  Righteousness

December 20  Therefore, let no one act as your judge in regard to food or drink or in respect to a festival or a new moon or Sabbath days  Colossians 2:16
Reading Backwards

No One – Every letter Paul wrote fits into the cultural context of the audience he addressed.  The first principle of biblical interpretation is to determine that cultural context.  Unless we know what the original audience understood, we are almost certainly going to read the text from our own cultural perspective, and that can cause all kinds of problems.  This verse is a classic example of reading the message as if it were written yesterday, not two thousand years ago to a particular body of believers who were struggling with issues in a city in Turkey.  

What do we know about these believers?  Well, we know they were followers of YHWH.  We know that they had a good grip on the Scriptures (what we call the Old Testament).  We know that there were Gentile proselytes in this group.  We know that they believed Jesus was the Messiah.  And we know that there were those in the city who accused them of religious fanaticism.  With just this much in mind, let’s try reading this verse again.

Paul tells the disciples in Colossae to allow no one (Greek: me tis humas) to act as judge.  The construction is important.  The first word (me) is a Greek word for the conditional no.  This is not ou, a word that also means no but is without conditions.  Me would be used in a sentence like “I might not make it for lunch.”  Ou would be used in “I will not break the commandment.”  So, Paul is telling his readers not to let something happen as a matter of the present circumstances.  In other words, do not let the circumstances of your situation cause you to be judged.

Who would do such judging?  Well, Paul uses the Greek tis humas.  This is literally “someone or anyone (second person personal pronoun).”  Ah, this means someone you know.  Not simply an external acquaintance or third party, this is someone familiar to you.  Don’t let anyone who has a familiar relationship to you become your judge.

OK, judge over what?  Well, now we see the real concern.  Everything that Paul lists here is a part of Torah obedience.  What you eat and drink, what festivals you celebrate, what calendar you follow (the Jewish calendar is lunar, not solar) and keeping Sabbath are all found in God’s instruction book of life.  Paul tells his readers in this pagan city, “Don’t let anyone you know stand in judgment over you with regard to keeping these instructions.”  

Uh, that’s not the way we read this verse today, is it?  We read it backwards.  Instead of seeing that Paul is defending believers for keeping Torah, we side with the pagans and claim that Paul is advocating on behalf of those who want to push Torah-obedience out of the picture.  That would have been impossible from Paul’s perspective.  He was Torah-observant all his life.  He says so on numerous occasions.  He even fulfills a vow ritual proclaiming his endorsement of Torah.  Why would he side with the ones who want to argue that Torah observance doesn’t matter?  No, we read this verse from the pagan perspective.  We are the accusers, not the defenders.  Paul might as well include us in the “no one” category for we are the ones judging those who keep the Torah.  Maybe it’s time to read this verse in the right direction.

Topical Index:  Obedience

December 21  Therefore, let no one act as your judge in regard to food or drink or in respect to a festival or a new moon or Sabbath days, things which are a [mere] shadow of what is to come; but the substance belongs to Christ.  Colossians 2:16-17  (NASB)
Theological Propaganda

Mere – When you read the word “mere” in this verse, does it communicate the idea that those things which Paul has just described as of lesser importance?  We see that Paul lists those activities that would be part of Torah observance, but when the translators introduce the word “mere” into this verse, they change the emphasis, don’t they?  Since there is no Greek equivalent for the word “mere”, the translators put the word in brackets.  They better!  What they have done is alter the text so that it reads according to their theological bias.  It makes the text appear to discount Torah observance.  Try reading the verse without the word “mere” and you will get a different message.  The NASB is committed to a two covenant theology, and the translation puts it into this verse without giving the reader any explanation or justification.

The NIV is worse.  The translators of the NIV actually change the tense of the Greek so that this verse reads, “These are a shadow of things that were to come; the reality, however, is found in Christ.”  This is blatant theological propaganda disguised as accurate translation.  You will also notice that the rest of the verse has been changed the further diminish the connection to Torah by adding the word “however.”  Now you know why I often refer to the NIV as the “Nearly Inspired Version.”  The translators alter, add or subtract from the Greek and Hebrew in order to communicate their particular theological position.  Of course, they don’t tell the reader anything about these decisions, so the poor reader doesn’t know that they are being spoon-fed theological propaganda, not an accurate translation.

The NIV and NASB aren’t alone in this anti-Semitic view.  The New Living Translation changes the tense and the secondary phrase.  The RSV adds the word “only” instead of “mere” – with the same effect.  Only the KJV, NKJV, ESV and the NRSV actually translate the verse as it is written in the Greek text.  Unless you know something about the bias of the translating committees, you will always be subject to their interpretations hidden in the choice of words.  There is no English translation that accurately conveys the full meaning of the Greek or Hebrew.  As you can see, this is not simply the result of the difficulty of capturing the nuances and depth of meaning in one language and converting it to another.  There are deliberate alterations in play here as well.

So, what are we to do?  If you find this discouraging, don’t despair.  Yes, you will have to be a lot more careful about what you claim to be God’s Word if you are reading a translation, but now you know some of the red flags.  At least the NASB puts the words in brackets.  The NIV doesn’t even bother to show you that they have changed the text.  Now you know that you will need several different English Bibles to get closer to the original.  And, of course, you could start exploring an interlinear whenever you think that the English text doesn’t quite sound right.  In addition, there are a number of internet links that can help.  Just start looking for explanations that give full weight to the fact that all these writers were Jewish.

There’s a movement afoot to recapture the cultural heritage we lost when Christianity left its true Jewish roots behind.  It’s a grassroots effort to understand God’s point of view from the perspective of the people He chose for His self-revelation.  As we approach the end of this year, it might be worth while to make a commitment to take a much longer look at Jesus, the Jewish Messiah.  I am quite sure you will discover that you have been grafted into a way of living that is far richer than you could have imagined.  May you be blessed in your diligence to uncover what God really said.

Topical Index:  Translation

December 22  And looking at them He said, “What, then, is this which has been written, “The stone that the builders rejected, this one came to be the head of the corner”?  Luke 20:17

Sticks and Stones

Stone – “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me.”  That childhood rhyme certainly wasn’t what Jesus had in mind when He provided His commentary on the meaning of the word ‘eben.  Of course, we must start in Greek.  Lithon is in the Greek text.  You will recognize its meaning from words like Paleolithic – “early stone age”.  Jesus isn’t speaking Greek, so we have to read this word in Hebrew.  Once we do, we discover that Jesus is employing a play on words – ‘eben and ben.  ‘eben means stone and ben means son.  The word play comes from an allusion to Psalm 118:22 which His audience certainly recognized.  In that allusion, Jesus suggests that the leadership of Israel is in peril of judgment and anyone who associates with that leadership would be well advised to reconsider his loyalty.  The time has come when the Son will act like a stone and crush those who stand in the way of God’s redemptive plan.  Apparently some words can break your bones.

There is another more subtle word play here that we dare not overlook.  Exodus tells us that the Ark of the Covenant contains the testimony of the Lord.  This refers to the stone tablets that contain the summary of the Torah.  The early Christian church saw this testimonia in relation to Yeshua as the cornerstone.  Yeshua is not merely the Son who is a stumbling block to those who reject God’s way.  He is the physical representation of Torah obedience, a fulfillment of what the stone tablets are all about.  He is the manifestation of the Word of God (as John takes pains to demonstrate).  Therefore, it is not just ben and ‘eben that are in play here.  It is also dabar and torah.  Upon stone (‘eben) God wrote the ten words (dabar) which are ultimately manifested in the Son (ben) through His obedience to the words (torah).  It’s all tied together.

If we learn anything at all from this little word play, we learn that all of Scripture is connected.  We don’t live in a world of two testaments.  Our relationship to God is not part of a second covenant.  There is one message, one mediator, one plan of redemption and one manifestation of His body.  It began with Abraham and it continues to this very day.  Not only are the words all connected, so are we.  We have a share in the Kingdom.  We are sons and daughters of Abraham.  We are citizens of the commonwealth of Israel – and God isn’t through with any of us yet.

Today we can celebrate an adoptive history that reaches back to the time of the patriarchs.  We have been added to those long genealogies in Scripture because we have a place in this nation of priests.  Once more we realize just how important our common history really is – and how blessed we are to be a part of it.  Today is a great day for lifting up the name of the Lord who delivered us from the house of bondage and set us free to serve Him.

Topical Index:  Words

December 23  For I am persuaded, that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come,  Romans 8:38

Once For All

Persuaded – When you think about this verb, what comes to mind?  Is persuasion a mental function, the result of argument, of a dialogue that demonstrates evidence?  Is that what Paul means?  Has he come to the place where he arrived at a conclusion after reviewing the facts?  If that’s what Paul means, he would be a rare individual indeed.  In all my years I have never met anyone who came to believe in the Messiah on the basis of an intellectual argument.  I’ve met a few who voiced the objection of Felix (“You almost persuade me”), but I’ve never met a single person who decided to make Jesus his Lord on the basis of the facts alone.  I suspect that Paul didn’t have this understanding in mind either.

The Greek verb peitho can be about rational argument and evidence.  It also can mean winning favor or gaining friendship.  But Paul isn’t Greek, so I suspect that he has another concept in mind, the idea expressed in the Hebrew word pathah.  The basic meaning of this word (translated “persuade” in the English Old Testament) is to spread out, to open up or to make wide.  You might think of it in relation to God’s desire to make the places for His children wide and gentle expanses.  One of the images we encounter in the Scriptures is the picture that sin restricts us, it narrows the way and confines us, but forgiveness opens the way and gives us room to breathe.  When Paul talks about persuasion, I have a feeling that he is thinking about pathah rather than the intellectual exercise of peitho.

Look at the context of Paul’s declaration.  These are some pretty big categories - death, life, angels, authorities, powers and the entire scope of the present and the future.  No intellectual argument can stand up to these kinds of things.  Just the inclusion of the future in this list makes it patently obvious that gathering evidence and coming to logical conclusions is not what Paul has in mind.  After all, we have no control whatsoever over what evidence might come forth in the future.  No, Paul is not talking about the probabilities of scientific inquiry.  He is talking about resolute, personal conviction grounded in an encounter with the living God.  I’m sorry, Josh McDowell, but evidence that demands a verdict is not what Paul has in mind in this verse.  Paul uses the Greek verb in the perfect passive tense.  This means that whatever he is saying, it is intensely personal and absolutely fixed in the past.  This is a conviction that requires nothing further.  It is an action completed once for all time.  

It might help if we knew that this same Greek verb is also translated trust, obey and believe.  Now we see the connections.  This is not simply intellectual affirmation.  It is a verb that, for Paul, describes a total commitment to a way of life.  It is exactly what a disciple experiences when God opens the way to righteousness and removes all the restrictions that sin caused.

There’s more than Greek apologetics here.  This is Hebrew thinking – an apologetics that resides in life experience, an apologetics that embraces the total person, not just the mind.  So, ask yourself, “Are you persuaded?”  Has your experience with God opened your world?

Topical Index:  Apologetics
December 24  Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for her  Ephesians 5:25

Life Giver
Love – Paul has less to say to husbands than to wives.  Perhaps that’s because the obligation for the husband should be much more obvious.  It’s summarized right here – “just as Christ loved.”  More explanation is hardly necessary.  Whatever the relationship to his wife, whatever her role might be, this much is crystal clear.  A man is expected to give up his life for her.  

I would imagine that most husbands would agree – in principle.  And under threat of bodily harm, most husbands would sacrifice themselves for the woman they love.  But I also suspect that Paul has a great deal more in mind than the possibility of dying in order to save our wives.  If we reflect on the way that Christ loved the church, we will see that the sacrifice required is much broader than physical protection.  Let’s consider the full consequences.

First, Yeshua gave up His exalted status in order to take on the role of the lover of the church.  He stepped down from heaven and became a doulos, a slave, obedient to other human beings and to God’s full instruction book.  The first step in loving the church was total humility.  Yeshua came with no other agenda, no other expectation and no other plan.  Do you suppose that loving my wife as Christ loved the church requires me to set aside my agenda, my pride, my ego and my expectations?  

Secondly, Yeshua demonstrated complete obedience to the will of the Father in spite of the fact that the very people He came to rescue acted like His enemies.  He did not waiver in His commitment to their redemption even when they sought His life, rejected His message and treated Him with disrespect.  I wonder if loving my wife like Yeshua loved the church means that I need to show her every kindness, every consideration and every tender mercy even when I feel as though she is my personally selected enemy.  

Finally, Yeshua voluntarily took on the role of life giver.  He literally gave up His life in order that the church might be redeemed – and live.   In Hebrew thought, the wife (‘ezer) is the life saver, the one who nourishes, protects and provides, the one who emulates the role of God in His relationship with Israel.  The Son has a different role, the life giver.  By His actions, Israel is returned to its mission.  By His sacrifice, Israel is renewed.  By His power, Israel is enabled to fulfill its divinely appointed destiny.  The life saver cannot do what she needs to do unless the life giver does what he needs to do.  Together they are human.

Paul’s chosen word, agape, says all that is necessary - benevolence toward another at cost to myself, without preconditions and without expectations.  Husbands, love your wives.

Topical Index:  Love

December 25  Preserve me, O God, for I take refuge in You.  Psalm 16: 2 (in the Hebrew text)

Battleground

Take Refuge – God is the ultimate refuge for His children.  No place on earth, no alliance with men, no surrounding army can offer the safety and security that God offers.  We all know this, but until we take into account the author of these words, we may not truly appreciate it.  

David was Israel’s greatest king.  When he ruled, Israel’s borders were enlarged beyond any previous or subsequent monarch.  David was a fearsome warrior and he conquered wherever he went.  This was a man of great power and prestige.  Certainly, he had nothing to fear.  But David wrote these words.  That should remind us of the desperate helplessness of the human condition.  If the most powerful man in Israel recognizes that only God can offer him real refuge, how much more must we acknowledge our utter dependency?  We need to pay attention to the author and the author’s status if we are going to appreciate the enormous impact of these words.  In the end, there is no safety except in the Lord.

The verb here is chasah.  It paints a picture of the battlefield.  In hills and caves, soldiers found shelter.  Perhaps that’s why this verb is associated with words like stronghold, secure height, strong rock and place of escape.  When the battle turns against you, you better have a place to run to.  David found that place in his trust in God.  God becomes the strong Rock, the safe height and the place of escape.  The verb emphasizes the essential insecurity of life and points us toward our only true stronghold.  Safety isn’t found in numbers (as David learned).  It is found in the one true God.  When He shelters us, nothing can harm us.

David’s insight is easy to assert but often difficult to apply.  Certainly, in times of desperation, we run to God.  Acutely aware of our vulnerability, we seek refuge in Him.  But applying this insight in good times is really the key to divine security.  The trick of the enemy is to lull us into a false sense of security by providing tangible distractions to our true condition.  We pile up wealth, health and friendships, imagining that somehow these will protect us in a storm.  Of course, they won’t, but that doesn’t prevent us from acting as though they will.  There is nothing wrong with securing these resources, as long as we recognize that they are nothing more than God’s gifts for Kingdom purposes.  It’s easy to forget how fragile life really is if we become distracted by these substitutes for refuge.  In fact, if the distractions begin to occupy our attention, God sometimes needs to remove them in order for us to see the truth.  David and I share personal experiences in this corrective process.  It’s a wake-up call that I sincerely hope you will not need.

Most of the battles in the enemy’s territory begin right here – knowing our vulnerability and God’s reliability.  The enemy wants all of us to think we are generals.  The truth is that we are all just foot soldiers, slogging it out trying not to get shot.  When we start thinking that we are secure at headquarters, the enemy has won a great victory.  Refuse his ploy!  Look at your feet.  They are covered with the dust of battle as you follow in the footsteps of the Messiah.  You are preserved by His reliability – and nothing else.  

Topical Index:  Trust

December 26  I said to the LORD, “You are my Lord; I have no good besides You.”  Psalm 16:2

Neither Height Nor Depth

Besides – The particle al (Ayin-Lamed) in Hebrew has a very wide range of meanings.  It covers the ground from according to, on account of, on behalf of, concerning, beside, in addition to, together with, beyond, above, over, by, towards, against and upon.  So, when it comes to translating this little connector, the scribe has to decide which one fits on the basis of context.  Sometimes the scribe has a particular viewpoint that causes other possible meanings to be hidden.  Sometimes the choice of word in the translated language doesn’t communicate all that we need to know.  That seems to be the case with this psalm.  It’s time to look at the height and depth of David’s statement – and discover the majesty of God’s goodness.

First we must recognize the depth of David’s statement.  I have no claim to goodness.  All of my good is on account of You.  All of my goodness is according to Your pronouncement over me.  There is no good in me besides what You give.  I wonder if we really think like this.  I wonder if we truly realize that life is about holiness, not success or status or privilege or legacy.  And on that scale, we come up miserably short.  Yes, if there is any goodness at all, it is God’s doing – entirely.

Secondly, God’s goodness is beyond me.  It is over me, against me and upon me.  It confronts me.  It challenges me.  It reveals me for who I truly am.  Just as the Torah is the schoolmaster that leads me to Christ, the goodness of God stands in judgment over me, forcing me to deal with my sin.  I discover that to the very depths of my soul, there is no goodness in me.

Finally, I know that God’s goodness is on my behalf.  It is towards me, together with me and on my behalf.  My righteousness is on account of Him.  

Maybe we need to consider all the possibilities for this tiny little Hebrew addition if we want to take account of the whole range of God’s goodness to men.  Maybe we need to hear more than music when the angels sang, “Good will toward men.”  Do you suppose that they used the Hebrew particle al?

Yeshua tells us that God is good, and no other.  David understood that.  But David also knew that YHWH was his Lord, and as his Lord, the character of the master passed to the servant.  No, I am not good, but God is and I am His child – and His servant.  I am reckoned good on His account and that is enough for me to say bal-aleikha.  
Topical Index:  Good

December 27  They return, but not upward, they are like a deceitful bow;  Hosea 7:16

Dynamic Equivalence
Upward – There are basically two schools of thought about translation.  One is called literal translation.  It is an attempt to render one language into another on a word-for-word basis.  With literal translations, I am able to work backwards from the translated word to the original word.  At least that’s the theory.  In reality, we often find that many different English words are used for the same Hebrew word, making the backwards investigation work very difficult.  In a true literal translation, each Hebrew word would have one English equivalent.  Of course, this is really impossible since many Hebrew words have multiple meanings.  No matter what we do, we must always consult the original in order to understand the real meaning.

The second kind of translation is called dynamic equivalence.  In this method, the original language is translated into what it would mean in the new language.  The words of the original are not as important as the meanings expressed in the original.  So, when dynamic equivalence is used, we often find that the translation is put in contemporary linguistic structures familiar to the reader.  The original words are lost somewhere behind the relevant translations.  Dynamic equivalence is great at capturing idioms since an idiom is a culturally relevant expression in the first place.  But often dynamic equivalence hides the presuppositions of the translators.  So, for example, when the NIV translates sarx (flesh) as “sinful nature,” the translation imports a particular theology that isn’t in the text itself.  It has to be read into the text.  The Message is perhaps the best contemporary example of a purely dynamic equivalent translation.  It is simply impossible to work backwards from The Message to discover the original words.

Of course, literal translations have their problems too.  This verse from the NASB is a perfect example.  The Hebrew word is al, a word that we have learned functions as a preposition with a very wide range of meanings (remember “no good besides You”).  Here the word-for-word translation tells us that the original word is al, but it doesn’t let us see the metaphorical meaning.  After all, what in the world can Hosea mean by saying that they don’t return upward? That’s just crazy.  Hosea must be using an idiomatic expression that gets lost in this literal translation.  Of course, as soon as we really dig into the original text, we discover that al is also used as an appellation for God, namely, The Most High.  That makes perfect sense since the word al is about what is above, over, upon and beyond.  Hosea is telling us that these wicked people who refuse God’s offer of redemption turn their direction, but not back to the Most High.

Why this little lesson about some obscure Hebrew preposition that can also be used as an idiom?  Because so often I am asked, “What English Bible is the best?”  The answer is “It depends.”  You have to know what kind of translation method is used, and then you have to adjust for the possible consequences.  No English Bible captures all that the original text means.  Start there, then work your way to a place where you can be comfortable with searching deeper.  Don’t let anyone tell you that a verse in English or any other translated language is what the Scripture really means.  Get some excavation tools and start digging for yourself.

Topical Index:  Translation

December 28  YHWH is my rock, and my fortress, and my deliverer.  I seek refuge in Him; He is my shield and the horn of my salvation, my high tower.  Psalm 18:3  (Hebrew text)

Hebrew Poetry

Rock – If you looked at this psalm in the Hebrew text, you would see something unusual (for us, at least).  The letters of the words are spread out across the scroll in a design pattern.  No, it’s not typesetting justification of margins.  It’s written that way because these are lyrics to a song, a song of praise and thanksgiving for the God who rescued David from his enemies.  This pattern also helps us see something else.  Hebrew poetry is not about phonetic rhymes.  It’s about revealing nuances of the same idea.  In other words, each line in this song elaborates and expands the idea of God as deliverer, showing all the facets of this concept in tangible expressions.

YHWH is my rock.  What does that mean?  Well, it also means that He is my fortress and the One who delivers me.  When I seek refuge in Him, He becomes my shield and the trumpet that sounds battle reinforcements.  He is my high tower, a place where I can see all the approaching foes and from which I command advantage over them.  Do you see how each idea develops the others?  When I have finished with just this second line in the song, I have a formidable picture of God’s battlefield care over me.  

Notice that this verse is thoroughly Hebrew.  There are no lofty intellectual concepts here.  We don’t find words like omnipotent, omniscient or immutable.  Hebrew is a language of the land.  God is described in everyday terms.  Rock, shield, trumpet and tower – that’s the kind of God who is in the midst of it all.  It is impossible for a Hebrew to imagine the god of the deists, the watchmaker who put the universe together and then stepped away.  No Hebrew could imagine a god who wasn’t intimately involved in the ordinary.  This is not the God who acts as moral policeman of the world, removed from the pain and struggles of ordinary people.  This is the God who finds me in the trenches and pulls me to safety.  This is the God who puts His arm around me on a cold night in hostile territory and listens to my fears.  And this is the God who comes into this world vulnerable, empty and obedient.  This is the God for me.  

“Rock” is the Hebrew word sur.  In a language of consonants, it’s interesting to see that the same combination (S-U-R) has another set of meanings, namely, to besiege, to bind and to attack.  Context and grammar tell us which meaning to use, but I find it intriguing that the nuances of “rock” are found in battle language.  From weapons to fortresses, rocks are as solid a place of security as you will find on this earth.  Those granite boulders remind me of my God who is the Rock of all ages, the utterly reliable foundation of my life.  Standing on the Rock, I am battle-ready.

These days I need to hear a bit of Hebrew poetry.  I need to see God in my tent, in my job and in my family life.  I need the God who lives with me.  I need to put my head on a rock like Jacob did and be ushered into His presence.  I am also a child of the land, and sometimes what I need more than anything else is just rocks and dirt and solid earth beneath my feet – and the God who made all of it alongside me.

Topical Index:  Character

December 29  For this is the love of God, that we keep His commandments; and His commandments are not burdensome.  1 John 5:3

Heavy Attitudes
Burdensome – It’s a real dilemma, isn’t it?  John, under the inspiration of the Spirit, tells us that the summation of God’s love is found in keeping His commandments.  He doesn’t say keeping the commandments of the Messiah (although he certainly could have since they are the same as the commandments in the Torah).  That means John must be referring to the only commandments that he knew, namely, the commandments found in the only Bible he had, the Hebrew Scriptures.  If these are inspired words, then there is little point in trying to argue that John didn’t mean what every Jew in his time would have understood by the term torah.  But here’s the dilemma.  John says that these commandments are not burdensome.  I don’t know about you, but I find this very hard to swallow.  It seems to me that a great deal of God’s instruction in the Torah is burdensome.  I know that John speaks the truth, but I don’t find that it is a truth that resonates in my life.  I guess I better dig a little deeper here to see where I have the problem.

John uses the Greek word barus.  Used metaphorically, it means burdensome.  But literally, it means heavy.  It can be used both positively (Matthew 23:23 “important”) and negatively (Matthew 23:4 “heavy loads”).   What’s more important is that John is echoing his Messiah.  “Come to me all you who are heavy laden” (Matthew 11:28) “for my burden is light” (Matthew 11:30) where Jesus’ words are translated with a synonym of barus.  If John and Jesus both say that keeping the commandments is not excruciatingly difficult (and God Himself says this in Exodus), then my struggle must be the result of something I am missing.  How can Jesus, John and God all tell me that following Torah will not wear me down when all I can see ahead of me are rules and regulations that will interfere with my present life?

Oh, now I get it.  My desire to hang on to my present lifestyle is the reason that these instructions seem so heavy.  I don’t want to change the way that I do things, so, of course, it seems difficult.  God doesn’t tell me that obedience is painless.  He tells me that obedience changes my attitude and in the process of being obedient, He will alter the desires of my heart.  God’s instructions are like a walk on the beach, but I can’t enjoy the walk on the beach until I get out of the house and step onto the sand.  As long as I fight God about staying home, any effort to get me out to the beach will seem burdensome.  But once I feel the sand between my toes, the water on my ankles and the gentle breezes on my face, my attitude about walking on the beach will change.  So, here’s the challenge.  Will I trust John and Jesus and God?   Will I decide that they really are telling me the truth about the commandments?  Will I commit to their exhortations and become obedient, trusting that by being obedient my antagonism will be transformed?  Or will I refuse, thinking that I know better what is right for me?  Let’s see.  There’s a proverb about this dilemma.  I think it goes something like this:  “Lean not on your own understanding.”  If you want God to direct your paths, then you will have to come to terms with John’s declaration.  If the love of God is found in keeping His commandments, then it’s simply impossible to expect to find a life of peace and joy without keeping them.  We can argue all we want about how strange and uncomfortable and unnecessary they seem to be, but that doesn’t change anything about John’s declaration.  And it doesn’t help us get to the beach either.

Topical Index:  Obedience
December 30  And as He passed by, He saw a man blind from birth.  John 9:1

Over The Rainbow

From Birth – Healing a man who has become blind is miraculous, but healing a man who was born blind is even more amazing.  In order to see just how amazing this account is for first century Jews, we need to know a little more about John’s multiple layers of meaning. 

One clear sign of the expected Messiah was the healing of the blind.  Isaiah foretold it.  The Jews believed it.  But no one would have imagined that this sign applied to a man who was born blind.  The reason stems from a faulty view of the connection between sin and punishment.  According to the measure-for-measure principle of justice, the sinner could expect to pay a price for his sin.  Therefore, a man who caused someone else to become blind could expect to lose his own eyesight.  While the system of justice did everything possible to avoid such penalties, the Mosaic code set the upper limit for recompense - an eye for an eye, gracefully maybe less, but no more.  

With this in mind, people assumed the reverse corollary also to be true.  If sinners were punished with affliction, then those who were afflicted must have committed some sin that warranted the affliction.  Anyone who suffered must suffer as a result of some individual transgression, or, since Judaism held a community view of sin, some communal sin.  Many Christians loosely hold the same view.  They believe that God intends life to be wonderful and full of blessings.  If it isn’t, then that must mean that I have sinned, either consciously or unconsciously.  This leads to the practice of writing out all my sins when I am suffering with some apparently unwarranted affliction, asking God to forgive each one.  This is exactly what the disciples thought when they asked Jesus, “Whose fault is it that this man was born blind?”  No one expected Jesus to heal this man.  After all, he was blind as a result of some serious, unforgiven transgression.  Why else would he be born blind?

Jesus healed him.  What!  Do you mean that he wasn’t paying for some sin?  Do you mean that our view of sin and punishment was mixed up?  Yes, says Jesus, you don’t see the purpose.  You were only looking at the consequence.  As if that weren’t enough, Jesus’ actions created another terrible dilemma.  The only one able to heal a man born blind must be God.  No rabbi, no great man of God, no leader would ever be able to do such a thing.  In fact (and this is shockingly important), there was never a single previous example of anyone healing a man born blind.  The problem with Jesus’ action, and John’s specific recounting of it, is that it opens the way over the rainbow.  It shows us a new horizon, one where the Kingdom of God is dawning.  This act signals the announcement of something entirely new in the world.  The Messiah is here, among us, and His presence is more than we expected.  He is God clothed in human form and He announces that His reign commences today.  All of this can mean only one thing:  we are the ones who are blind from birth.  Yeshua heals the physically blind man and he sees, but all of those around Yeshua are thereby confronted with their spiritual blindness.  They don’t see in spite of the fact that God stands in their midst.  Jesus’ actions announce the end of darkness for those He heals and, at the same time, condemn to darkness those who will not be healed.

Do you see?

Topical Index:  Miracles

December 31  Come now, let us reason together, says the LORD,  Isaiah 1:18  
Closing Statement

Let Us Reason Together – Perhaps on this day, the last day of the year, you will allow me a little personal reflection.  This day is the 2191st day of Today’s Word.  Six years ago when I started writing this daily journey into God’s Word and God’s words, I could not have imagined that it would have such an impact – on me and on you, my readers.  Over the years, you have supported my efforts to turn these words into hands-and-feet reality.  Together we build houses, roads, and walls.  We provided electricity, water, food and clothing to the poorest of the poor.  We gave books, lectures, teaching and studies to hundreds of pastors, students and others.  We reasoned together, every day for two thousand one hundred and ninety one days.  

This journey has been life-changing for me.   It started with God’s recall of my pursuit of self-sufficiency.  In that disastrous loss, I learned that I was a lot more like Jacob than Job.  I was not a righteous man.  The Hebrew word Yakob fits me pretty well.  In the six years since, I hope that I am moving toward being more like Israel, the one who wrestles with God.

During this journey, I have discovered that the wealth of Israel’s legacy with the Lord also belongs to me, and to everyone who has been grafted into the body of the Messiah.  I have learned that our father Abraham is not merely a title, but rather a reality.  All of Israel’s history with YHWH is mine, and all His promises, blessings and instructions are mine as well.  Hopefully, you have begun to make this wonderful discovery.  Most Christians have been deprived of an enormous well-spring of living water because they have been victims of misunderstanding the single, uniform nature of God’s revelation.  Today’s Word is about recovering that living water.  

At God’s Table (www.atgodstable.com) and Today’s Word is about to change.  What I know is that the Hebrew view of reasoning together doesn’t end with thinking.  The word here is yakach.  It means “to decide, to judge, to convince, to reprove, to correct and to be right.”  Hebrew cognitive activities always result in tangible actions.  Unless there is a change in life, no thought is really complete.  In fact, in Hebrew, I don’t know something until it shows up in the way I behave.  What I realize now is that the words we study every day must also result in action, and that means we must move toward a community of ones who are being right together.  I am convinced that community must become a vital part of Today’s Word.  So, I am taking a bold step, establishing a way for every supporter of Today’s Word to be able to interact with each other.  A new web site with this capability will soon replace the current web site.  Furthermore, since I believe that the purpose of Today’s Word is not information, but rather transformation, this new community will be for those who have taken action in support of the projects of At God’s Table.  Contributions in any form demonstrate a desire for transformation.  These people walk the talk.  Over the last six years, I have discovered that those who make an effort to support this work are the ones who regularly communicate and interact with me.  I want to open the door so that you can all help each other.  What this means is simple:  If you have made any contribution at all, by direct support or by purchasing a book or through any other means, you are invited to continue the journey.  If you haven’t made a contribution, you are invited to act on the words you have received.  If you decide that this isn’t part of your journey, be blessed.  God is simply taking you on another path.  Of course, there will always be room for those who are simply unable to support this journey but who really want to join it.

Over the next few months, the mailing list will change.  Those who have helped in the past will remain.  Nothing will change for anyone who has helped.  Those who want to continue but have not put feet on the ground yet, will have an opportunity to act accordingly.  I hope you will decide that reasoning together is a valuable part of your walk too.  The result will be a smaller audience, but one that is committed to real transformation and community.  When the new web site is done, you will be able to interact with everyone else who is reading Today’s Word if you desire to do so.  We will all be blessed in the process.  I will be able to concentrate my efforts on the community that really wants to walk forward with me. You'll have plenty of time to think about this if you want to join.

There will be a new entry path for those who have just discovered Today's Word.  They will receive thirty days of the fundamentals before they are asked to join the rest of the community.  There will also, I hope, be podcasts where you can hear the studies as well as read them.  And eventually, there will be face-to-face retreats where we can get to know each other in person.

Thank you so much for your encouragement and support over these years.  You have contributed to my walk more than I can say.  I love each of you for your faithfulness.  May the Lord bless you and keep you as we search His Word together.
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