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FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK

SOMEONE
WHO NEEDS NO
INTRODUCTION
By Don Ruff

M

OST of you reading this are likely
believers in God and His Son,
Jesus Christ. He has already revealed
Himself to you through His Word,
through other believers, and through
the events of your life.
If that is true for you, then perhaps
the focus of this Spring Quarter 2020
issue of the Gospel Herald and The
Sunday School Times will not teach
you anything new. But we hope and
pray that the articles about who Christ
is, what He has done, is doing, and
will do for those who are in Him will

bring you joy and encouragement.
When you finish reading this issue,
give it away to someone you think
could use it.
If you are reading this issue and you
have not trusted in Jesus Christ as
Saviour, please keep reading.
Someone asked me once to come
up with a résumé for the Lord. If you
do a Web search on this, you will find a
number of sites on which people have
written résumés for Jesus. Those are
somewhat worth reading to quickly
find out who Jesus is, but Jesus does

not need us to hire Him. He, in a sense,
hires us. He calls and guides us to Him
in His love, grace, and mercy.
The best way to learn all about Jesus is by reading the Bible. In the Gospels, you can find that He is Creator,
Healer, Friend, Redeemer, Forgiver,
Lord, King, and so much more. In Him
is eternal salvation. He can bring you
hope, joy, strength, peace, light, and
life.
So go to the next page and read on.
We hope you receive a blessing and
then pass on blessing to others. H

Our Doctrinal Statement
1. We believe that the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments are verbally
inspired by God, are inerrant in the original writings, are the Word of God, and
the final authority in faith and conduct.
2. We believe in one God, the Creator of man and all things, eternally existing in
three Persons in a threefold relationship, that of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
3. We believe that Jesus Christ was begotten by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin
Mary, and is God incarnate, the God-Man.
4. We believe that man was created in the image of God; that he sinned and
thereby incurred not only physical death but also spiritual death, which is
separation from God; that Adam’s sin is imputed to the whole race of mankind;
that all human beings are born with a sinful nature and are sinners before God
in thought, word, and deed.
5. 
We believe that the Lord Jesus Christ died for our sins according to the
Scriptures as a substitutionary sacrifice, and that all who believe on Him are
freely justified before God and stand before Him accepted in the character and
merit of Jesus Christ.
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6. We believe in the bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ, in His ascension into
heaven, and that in His present glorified body He is the Head of the church, the
Lord of the individual believer, the High Priest over the house of God, and the
Advocate in the family of God.
7. We believe in the personal, imminent, pretribulational, and premillennial second
coming of Christ; first to receive His own to Himself, and later to set up His
earthly kingdom and to reign over redeemed Israel and all nations; that is, to
bring peace and blessing to the whole world.
8. We believe that all who by faith receive the Lord Jesus Christ as Saviour are
born again of the Holy Spirit and Word of God, receive the Holy Spirit and a new
nature, and also are baptized by the Holy Spirit into the body of Christ.
9. We believe that God is the spiritual Father of only those who trust His Son, Jesus
Christ, as Saviour, and that only those saved through faith in Christ are spiritual
brothers.
10. We believe in the bodily resurrection of the just and the unjust; the everlasting
blessedness of the saved and the everlasting punishment of the unsaved.
—Union Gospel Press Division
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OUR RESURRECTED LORD
By Timothy L. Whitehead, D.Min.

W

E annually celebrate Easter in America, but do
people really understand its significance? Bunnies,
of course, are among the cutest of God’s creatures, and
eggs are a staple of the American diet, but should they
actually be included in our Easter celebration?
MEMORABLE EASTER SUNDAY
Easter has a very personal significance for me. In addition to its theological importance, it was on Easter Sunday,
March 29, 1964, that the Lord first opened my eyes to the
most beautiful girl I had ever seen—a young, long-haired,
fourteen-year-old girl that I had known for many years but
whom I had never really “seen” before. Transfixed, I knew
immediately that she was the one for me! And in case you
would think that true love cannot occur so young, we have
now been married fifty-two years!
My point? Though I attended church with that young girl
for more than nine years, on that Easter Sunday I really
“saw” her for the very first time! And as you read this, my
prayer for you, dear friend, is that you will really see Easter
as God intends for us to see it.

PAGAN FERTILITY RITES?
Easter celebrations in America are many and varied, and
it is not my purpose here to determine whether or not Easter
was originally a pagan holiday; however, we can see that
today’s celebrations are quite often as far from biblical as
they can possibly be. Historians would agree that the general
iconography of bunnies and chicks associated with Easter
has its roots in paganism and the celebration of spring and
fertility.
One example of the celebration’s association with paganism can be found in Greek mythology. There we can
find the ancient lore of a goddess rising annually from the
underworld to usher in the spring, always on March 20th
or 21st (the vernal equinox), when nature is supposedly
resurrected after the death of winter.
Even the fourth century church father Ambrose focused
on the change from winter to spring when he called resurrection morning “the real beginning of the year, in which
nature revives after the long death of winter (Larson, The
Story of Christian Origins, Village Press).
Many cultural historians find in the Easter celebrations
three traditions—Hebrew, Christian, and pagan. One wrote
that the egg is “a universal symbol for creation, often the
thing that life sprang from—whether vegetative, godly, or
elemental. The egg is a propitious symbol all over the world
symbolizing luck, wealth, health, birth, and resurrection”
(O’Connell and Airey, The Complete Encyclopedia of Signs
and Symbols, Hermes House).
It is commonly thought that the name “Easter” comes
from a pagan figure called Eastre, the Anglo-Saxon goddess
of spring. She was the goddess of the east, and her symbol was the hare. Bede, the eighth century English monk,
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claimed that Easter owed its origin to that mythology. However, no one knows for certain if anyone worshipped such a
deity (“What are the origins of Easter?” gotquestions.org).
Others claim the English name was adopted so that it
matched the name of the old spring celebration, making it
more “comfortable” for people to accept Christianity. “The
festival of the fertility goddess Eostre was celebrated in the
spring, and she gave her name to the Easter Bunny. According to one legend, she transformed a bird frozen in a winter
storm into a rabbit, which continued to lay eggs each spring
in gratitude” (O’Connell and Airey). Many pagan spring rites
became part of the Easter celebration due to the increasing
numbers of new “converts” who simply could not break free
of the influence of their former pagan cultures.
THE EASTER BUNNY
The bunny, or baby rabbit, was a symbol of fertility—
rabbits being extremely prolific breeders—and is a fertility
symbol in many cultures. In China, for example, the hare
symbolizes reproductive power, has a strong moon association, and is therefore linked with menstruation and fertility
in many traditions (O’Connell and Airey).
THE EASTER EGG
In America, eggs and Easter are virtually synonymous. One
Latin proverb says, Omne vivumex ovo; “All life comes from
an egg.” Many cultures have eggs as a symbol of life. Ancient
India, Polynesia, Greece, Phoenicia, Eastern Europe, and
South America all have myths of the universe being created
from an egg. The ancient Egyptians, Persians, and Romans
also used eggs in their spring festivals.
In Europe, eggs became the symbol of the regenerative
forces of nature. It was believed that eggs laid on Good
Friday would have yolks that turned to diamonds if kept for
one hundred years.
In the Christian era, some even saw the egg as symbolic
of the grave, and the breaking of the egg as symbolic of new
life. The egg itself symbolized resurrection, fertility, rebirth,
and, while dormant, contained new life within it.
In the Orthodox and Eastern Roman Catholic churches,
the Easter egg remains symbolic of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. The eggs are dyed red to represent the blood
of Christ shed on the cross. “The hard shell represents the
tomb of Christ, and cracking the shell represents Christ’s
resurrection from the dead” (Barooah, “Easter Eggs: History, Origin, Symbolism and Traditions,” The Huffington Post
[April 2, 2012]).
Interestingly, some manufacturers have even begun to
make specially designed eggs that emit various sounds
so that visually-impaired children can hunt for them. And,
according to one writer, “The purpose of this is to include
one and all in the joyous Easter celebration and to spread
happiness and goodwill among everyone. After all, that is
what Easter is all about” (Mattice, “The Origin of the Easter
Egg,” [April 4, 2012], blogs.christianpost.com).
But is that really what Easter is all about?

THE BIBLICAL DOCTRINE
The believer’s faith rests solely on the inerrant, infallible
Word of God, not on silly traditions! The Apostle Paul declared that Christ died for our sins, was buried, and rose
again on the third day (I Cor. 15:3-5, 20). All three Persons
of the Godhead were involved in the resurrection (John
10:17-18; Rom. 8:11; Eph. 1:20). Christ literally rose from
the grave (Luke 24:39; John 20:17, 20). God declares the
resurrection to be fact. We celebrate that, not some pagan
tradition represented by a cracked egg.
Additionally, Paul contrasted our temporal, sin-contaminated bodies with our soon-to-be-realized glorified bodies
(I Cor. 15:1-58)! Moreover, the Apostle John states that
when Christ appears, we shall be like Him—sinless (I John
3:2). What a glorious thought! But we will also possess bodies that are eternal, imperishable, and powerful, not subject
to disease or death ever again (I Cor. 15:35-58; Rev. 21:4).
Not only did Christ literally rise from the grave, but He
ascended far above all the heavens (Acts 1:9-11; Eph. 4:10)
and is now seated at the right hand of the Father (Eph.
1:20), where He is personally engaged with every believer
at all times as the Head of the church (Eph. 1:22-23; Col.
1:18). Moreover, He intercedes for us as our High Priest and
Advocate (Heb. 4:14-16; I John 2:1).
HEAD, ADVOCATE, AND HIGH PRIEST
What does it mean that Christ is the Head? The Apostle
Paul uses the human body to illustrate the body of Christ,
the church. Just as the head (brain) directs and controls our
human bodies, Christ as the head of the church controls
us spiritually, directing the activities and building up of His
body through the agency of the Holy Spirit.
And what is Christ presently doing? He is our Advocate.
The Greek term is paraklētos (I John 2:1). It literally means
“called to one’s side” (Vine, Vine’s Complete Expository
Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words, Thomas Nelson). It was used in the Greek literature to describe a legal
assistant in a court of justice who served as counsel for
the defense. An “advocate,” then, argues another’s cause.
He is an intercessor—one who argues a case on behalf of
another, a kind of defense attorney. Christ then and now
serves as our divine defense attorney.
Whenever Satan accuses (cf. Rev. 12:10) or slanders us
before God, Christ essentially says, “No, Father, your wrath
against sin was fully satisfied by my all-atoning death. I
paid the sin payment on their behalf. They’re a gift from
you (John 6:37); they are saved eternally (John 10:28-30).
They’re washed in my blood, and they are mine!” The Father then declares, “Case dismissed.”
SPRING QUARTER 2020

As crucial as Christ’s intercession is, He does not just
intercede (I Tim. 2:5); He is also our High Priest. The office
of high priest was established under the Mosaic Law, and
his responsibility was twofold—to represent God to the
people, and the people to God; hence the absolute necessity of the Incarnation and the virgin birth. Hebrews 2:17
says that Christ had to become the God-Man, that He had
to add complete, sinless humanity to His undiminished
deity in order to become “a merciful and faithful high priest
in things pertaining to God” and to make reconciliation
for sins. Moreover, He is repeatedly called our High Priest
(Heb. 3:1; 4:14-15; 5:5, 10; 6:20; 7:26; 8:1). Hebrews 5:9
says that He became the “author of eternal salvation,” and
because He is the eternal God, He will never vacate that
office; He always lives to make intercession for us (cf. 7:25).
And unlike the Levitical high priests, because Jesus is God
and therefore unalterably holy, He did not first have to make
sacrifices for His own sin, because He had none. Instead,
He “offered up himself” (vs. 27).
EASTER’S REAL MEANING
Reader, what does Easter really mean? Do you recognize
that your eternal destiny depends on it (I Cor. 15:17-19)?
Without the resurrection, there would be no “Easter”—no
hope for eternal life.
Do you recognize that Jesus Christ is the God-Man? Do
you realize that the cross is more than just a symbol? It is
the place where the penalty of sin—yours and mine—was
paid for. Do you understand that it is the spotless Lamb of
God who takes away the sin of the world (John 1:29) and
brings new life; that life is in Christ, in Him alone and not in
a bunny or an egg?
On that Easter Sunday, March 29, 1964, God “opened”
my eyes, and I “saw” for the very first time that beautiful young girl I had known and with whom I had gone
to church for many years. Since that moment, she has
been the most precious thing in my earthly, physical life.
And, since a Wednesday night in 1952, when my father
led a five-year-old boy to the Lord, that new life in Christ
has been the ever-increasing, most precious thing in my life.
Let us abandon the silly paganism of bunnies and eggs—
especially in the church—and let us embrace wholeheartedly Him who was raised again on our behalf. To know Him
is to have life eternal (John 1:12; 3:16; 5:24).
Let us stop associating Christ’s death, burial, resurrection, and ascension with worldly nonsense. Let us rather
celebrate Easter with lives that glorify our risen, living, and
soon-returning Saviour.
It is Christ who gives eternal life, dear reader, not a bunny!
It is the tomb that is empty, not a cracked egg! H
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JESUS:
THE
DOOR
TO LIFE
By Lyle E. Bearss

O

NE of the essential ingredients in
every building is the door. We use
them to keep out the cold in the winter
and the heat in the summer. They protect us from thieves, insects, and wild
animals. Doors are very important to a
safe and secure life.
Doors were important to the
first-century shepherd also. Sheep
were an important part of life in ancient Israel for worship and for daily
food. Every village raised sheep.
And each village had a communal
sheepfold to protect the sheep from
the weather, wild animals, and thieves.
The sheepfolds were comprised of
four high fences with a large, strong
door by which the sheep entered.
When the weather was warmer, the
sheep were taken to graze in the surrounding countryside. So returning to
the village sheepfold was not possible. Therefore, the shepherds built a
sheepfold in a cave or encircled area.
In those sheepfolds, the shepherd
would lay at the entrance as the door
to protect the sheep.
This is the image behind Jesus’
statement about Himself in John 10:710. As the shepherd acted as the door
in the hillside sheepfold, so Jesus is
the door for His sheep. And may I
suggest that there are three ways that
we should understand what Jesus is
saying about Himself in that passage.
First, He is telling us that He alone
is the way to enter into salvation and
into the Kingdom of God (cf. vs. 9).
One of the errors that exists in the
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world is the belief that there are many
roads that lead to God. So many people believe that Jesus is just one way
among many of entering heaven. This
could be called a loophole mentality.
This entails trying to find the easiest
way around our sins, so we minimize
God to minimize sin. So many people
do not want to take sin seriously, so
they find some loopholes. They blame
parents, the environment, the media,
politicians, and the economy. Anyone
or anything is at fault for all our problems except ourselves. This is like
looking for loopholes.
But Jesus tells us clearly that He is
the door for the sheep. He is calling us
to abandon our loophole mentality and
in its place find true salvation in Him. Jesus knows that we are people who look
for loopholes. And He countered this by
pointing out that He is the door to God.
He is the door that breaks our need for
loopholes. In fact, Jesus says that everyone who claims to be another door
are nothing but thieves and robbers.
Jesus’ motive as the door was to
bring us to a saving knowledge of Himself. We all need salvation. All people
are lost in their sins and transgressions
against God. We are all separated from
God. The Book of Isaiah describes our
situation like this, “All we like sheep
have gone astray; we have turned
every one to his own way” (53:6). And
then Isaiah gives us God’s solution. It
is the picture of God’s door into a new
relationship with Him: “And the Lord
hath laid on him the iniquity of us all.”
Jesus is the true door for the sheep because He is the only One who brought
His sheep to salvation.
Second, Jesus is the true door because He brings His sheep to the only
gate that leads to God. See how Jesus
describes what He does for His sheep:
“I am the door: by me if any man enter
in, he shall be saved, and shall go in
and out, and find pasture” (John 10:9).
This is an old Hebrew figure of speech
that conveys the idea of security and
safety for the sheep. To be near the
shepherd meant that the sheep were
safe and secure. They could come and
go unmolested. This was the Jewish
way of describing a secure and safe
life in God. Scripture tells us that it is
only the obedient person who is blessed when he comes in and blessed
when he goes out (Deut. 28:6).
How does Jesus supply us with
safety and security? He does it by
helping us discover what God is truly

like! We are safe and secure sheep
because we know God’s love and
grace. This only happens when we
go in through the door, which is Jesus
Christ.
Notice what Jesus says about those
who came before Him. He calls them
thieves and robbers (John 10:8). Now
think about how the world offers us
safety and security. In Jesus’ time,
there were “saviors” who continually
arose and promised people that they
would lead them into a golden age.
And many people were seduced and
followed those leaders into destruction and disaster.
God’s way to safety and security
is Jesus Christ. When we go through
Him, we find peace and love and life.
He leads us to an ever-closer walk
with our God. The only way that leads
to God is the door that is Jesus. Only
Jesus provides true security. When
we believe in Jesus Christ, we find the
security of eternal life.
Jesus is the true door because He
is the only way to true salvation. Jesus
is the true door because He is the only
true way to have safety and security
in our lives.
Finally, Jesus is the true door because He alone gives us abundant life
(vs. 10). One of the great words in the
Scriptures is the word “life.” But when
Scripture speaks of life, it is not only
speaking about the quantity of life but
also of its quality and essence. It is
speaking of the principle of being. In
this sense, life is only truly found in
God.
Just think—since God is the Creator
of everything, He is the original source,
energy, and substance of all things,
including life. Therefore, if we want to
understand what life is, we must go to
God for that information. Life only has
meaning and purpose in our relationship to Him. True life is therefore the
very life of God Himself in our lives.
Jesus says that He came so that
people might have life and have it in
abundance. The word used can have
the meaning “superabundance” of
something. Therefore, Jesus says that
when we come to Him, our lives will not
just be regular lives; they will be abundant lives. That is life without limits—life
that is full of God. Life filled with love
and joy and peace and security.
Jesus is the true door because He
alone brings salvation; He alone brings
safety and security; and He alone
brings abundant life! H

THE PROMISE KEEPER
By Priscilla Tate Gilmore

E

VERY day many people are
guilty of failing to keep a promise. We live in a fallen world, and we
are sinners. Keeping every promise
sometimes can be beyond our control.
The Lord is the one and only Promise Keeper. In the Old Testament, God
gives a promise by stating that “he it
is that doth go before thee; he will be
with thee, he will not fail thee, neither
forsake thee: fear not, neither be dismayed” (Deut. 31:8).
One man, Abram, recognized God’s
voice. Casting aside all fear, Abram
left his country, family, and his father’s house in obedience to God and
traveled to a land that God promised
to show him (Gen. 12:1-4). God continued to be faithful to His promises.
He met Abram’s needs, but greater
still, He brought blessing to the whole
human race through Abraham’s descendant, Jesus.
In the New Testament, God sent His
only begotten Son, Jesus Christ, who
gave His life for many (Mark 10:45).
All of God’s promises of peace, joy,
love, goodness, forgiveness, salvation, fellowship, hope, and heaven
are made possible and fulfilled with
the birth, death, and resurrection of
Jesus Christ (cf. Luke 24:44; II Cor.
1:20). We look forward to the day
when Jesus will return and the culmination of all His promises will be
complete (I Thess. 4:16).
What a loving Saviour we have! All
we have to do is follow and trust. He
promises to care for our needs and
guide our steps as we live for Him.
Only after being born again can men,
women, and children understand Jesus’ promises and trust His rock-solid
commitments.
Nicodemus, a prominent Pharisee
and a member of the Sanhedrin, met
Jesus one night. During their conversation, Nicodemus desired to know
how someone could be “born again.”
Jesus explained that for a person to
be born again, they need cleansing, a
spiritual washing or purification of the
soul that could only be accomplished
by the Holy Spirit (John 3:6; cf. 6:63).
Nicodemus was confused. He did
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not understand spiritual birth, spiritual life, or a spiritual kingdom. He
thought his position in life, his regard
for ritual and religious purity, and his
obedience to keep the law of tithing
was enough for him to be saved.
Obeying the laws was admired by the
Jewish population; but in order to be
saved by God and have the hope and
assurance of eternal life, Nicodemus
needed to have a change of heart and
step out in faith.
Because his heart was unyielding,
Nicodemus was blind to the things
of God. He could not understand
what Jesus was offering, much less
understand His promises. Scripture indicates that Nicodemus might
later have stepped out in faith and
trusted Jesus Christ as Lord and
Saviour. He, along with Joseph of
Arimathea, provided for Jesus’ burial
(John 19:38-40).

The omnipotent,
all-powerful
God is able to do
anything He wills
(Ps. 103:19; Matt. 19:26).
After Jesus’ death and resurrection,
many of Jesus’ followers suffered persecution. But they walked in the peace
of God, understood God’s words,
and trusted His promises because
the Holy Spirit, the Comforter, guided
them into all truth.
Today believers suffer daily; yet we
know Jesus is the Rock of Ages, Lord
and Saviour. We have the blessed
assurance of His promises written in
the Bible. His promises provide help
and comfort in moments of need.
The Lord is gracious. When He hears
our cries, He answers (cf. Isa. 30:19;
Matt. 7:7).
The Apostle Paul was chosen to
carry the Lord’s message and preach
His name to Gentiles, kings, and the
children of Israel (Acts 9:15-16). Paul
experienced hardship, but the Lord
knew his needs and met them. Paul
persevered and preached fearlessly,
trusting and depending on God to em-

power him. Christ was Paul’s strength
(Phil. 4:13).
No matter where Paul was or what he
was doing, he strived to turn everything
over to God and give Him the glory.
When Paul was imprisoned with Silas
in Philippi, he sang praises of thanksgiving to God (Acts 16:22-25). Then
after being released from prison, he
felt dejected many times, but his faith
in the Promise Keeper never wavered.
Paul wrote, “For me to live is Christ,
and to die is gain” (Phil. 1:21). Paul
knew where he would spend eternity.
But while he was on earth, he faithfully
served and trusted the One who is omnipotent, omnipresent, and omniscient.
The omnipotent, all-powerful God
is able to do anything He wills (Ps.
103:19; Matt. 19:26). His plans cannot be confused or frustrated. His
vows reflect His determination to
accomplish what He promised (Isa.
14:24). God also knows Himself and
all other things because He is omniscient (cf. Ps. 139:1-4). He knows
the thoughts and deeds of all, and
He knows what He will accomplish
through them (Ps. 33:13-15; Prov.
15:3; Acts 15:18).
In addition to reigning as the omnipotent and omniscient God, the Lord is
omnipresent. He is present with His
creation at all times (Ps. 139:7-10;
Heb. 4:13). He is always present at
the right time to fulfill His promises.
Because we are human, God’s ability
to be omnipresent is incomprehensible. But after receiving Jesus into
our hearts as Lord and Saviour, we
are able to experience His unlimited
power as we read the Scriptures,
pray, and rest in His promises.
All the promises of God in Jesus are
“yea, and in him Amen” (II Cor. 1:20).
The Lord is called “the God of truth”
in Isaiah 65:16. It is Isaiah’s way of
stating that the Lord is the One who remains eternally true, the One on whom
we can always rely. Jesus Christ is given the title in the New Testament of the
faithful and true witness (Rev. 3:14).
As we begin each day, let us seek
the Promise Keeper’s counsel. While
on earth, He promises to guide us, and
when our journey ends, He will take us
to glory (Ps. 73:24). H
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CHRISTIAN PSYCHOLOGY

MORAL LANDSCAPE OR
MORAL COMPASS?
By A. Koshy Muthalaly, Ph.D.

I

T is a whole new world we live in now!
It sometimes seems that the world
around us changes so quickly. The truth
is that it changed so gradually that we
might not have noticed, and the change
has now become the new normal. When
God created our world, He remarked
that it was good. This appears several
times in the Creation account in Genesis. It was God’s approval of what He
had created. But by the time we get to
Noah, we find that things had changed
terribly. The world had become corrupt
and evil (Gen. 6:11-12).
In today’s manner of speaking, we
would say that we have lost our way.
This has happened because we are
without a moral compass. The people
of God in the early part of the Old
Testament had the Law given to them
through Moses. It directed their daily
lives, and uppermost of all that was
their recognition of their God and the
role He played with them. A good Jew
could not forget the great things that
Jehovah had done for His people!
Their daily rituals reminded them of
this ever so often.
What is interesting is that those
thoughts about their God reminded
them about the spiritual and ethical
rules and guidance that their God gave
them. After all, He said that they were a
special people that were not to be like
the nations around them. This brings
us to the context in which they lived.
All around the Promised Land were the
foreign nations that did not know the
God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.
The people of God were called to stay
true to their God.
Over time, however, the people of
God started worshipping other gods.
The Bible calls them the “gods of the
nations.” Was this an indication that
they were getting bored with worshipping Jehovah? It might have simply
been the fact that they had forgotten
the great mercies of their God through
their history of pain and suffering. This
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is a real danger that we face too. This
great land that we live in once valued
Christianity and Christians, but now
things have changed.
It is worthwhile to contemplate what
God thinks of all this. The truth is that
the moral landscape has changed,
and that makes it even tougher for
anyone who seeks to faithfully follow
our Lord God. Our moral landscape
today is one of tolerance, where all
people must be able to do just as they
wish. This also means that our attitudes toward sin have changed. If we
are not following the laws of our God
as portrayed in the Holy Bible, then we
do not have a definite standard of what
is right and wrong.
This deterioration of how we perceive morality has changed the way
we now live. The Bible tells us that “by
[the Law of God] is thy servant warned:
and in keeping of them there is great
reward” (Ps. 19:11). So even within a
rough moral landscape, we can live a
righteous life and influence the world
around us. Peter reminds us of Lot,
who was “vexed with the filthy conversation of the wicked: (for that righteous
man dwelling among them, in seeing
and hearing, vexed his righteous soul
from day to day with their unlawful
deeds;)” (II Pet. 2:7-8). In other words,
the moral landscape around Lot bothered him because he was righteous
in his thinking and action. Genesis
6:9 tells us that Noah was a righteous
man, blameless in his generation. He
walked with God. These examples remind us that no matter what the moral
landscape is, we can live righteously
with help from God and His laws. The
Bible gives many evidences of this
truth.
This brings us to the question of our
own personal moral compass. In our
society today, it is easy to compromise on our moral values. The truth
is that Satan will constantly test us to
see how far he can take us down the
wrong path. When we give in once, the
next time it will be even easier for us

to do it. Before we know it, we have
moved far away from God, and we can
hardly remember how we got there!
We have compromised our personal
moral compass.
A compass is used to give us a sense
of direction. A moral compass is needed to know right from wrong. Hezekiah
was one of those kings of Israel who
had a personal moral compass. The
Word tells us, “For he clave to the Lord,
and departed not from following him,
but kept his commandments. . . . And
the Lord was with him; and he prospered whithersoever he went forth”
(II Kgs. 18:6-7). His sense of moral direction came from the Law of God, and
therefore he could not go wrong.
We are told in the book of Daniel
about three godly young men. While
prisoners in a foreign land, the three
friends refused to give in to the pagan king’s command to bow down
and pray to an idol. When the trumpet
was blown and while everyone around
them bowed down before a false god,
Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego
remained faithful to the one true God.
When faced with being thrown into
the fiery furnace, we find the three
clutching on to the God they had always known, boldly declaring that
their God would deliver them from
the fiery furnace (Dan. 3:17). Then
as if to drive home their statement,
they added that even if God did not
deliver them, they still would not bow
down before the idol (vs. 18). That took
amazing moral courage when faced
with imminent death. They would not
compromise their faith. Their moral
compass, tied to the law of God, kept
them true.
This brings us to the truth about following our moral compass that leads
to righteousness, even if society is in
moral decay.
We cannot deny that the moral landscape does affect our thinking; but
there is a way to resist that. Paul reminds us that we are not to be “conformed to this world: but be ye trans-

formed by the renewing of your mind,
that ye may prove what is that good,
and acceptable, and perfect, will of
God” (Rom. 12:2). We are not to allow
the world to shape us.
Jesus Himself was faced with
many choices every day of His life on
earth. The Bible tells us that He was
“without sin” (Heb. 4:15). The world
around Him did not tarnish Him, because He was out to do His Father’s
business (cf. Luke 2:49). Jesus also
once reminded His disciples that they

were “not of the world” (John 17:16)
even as He was not of this world. Our
moral landscape may be evil, but we
are not to be influenced by it. We are to
be influenced by our Lord and His Word.
Our moral landscape might be like
what it was in the days of Noah (Matt.
24:37), evil and corrupt; but we are
called to be light in a dark world. There
is no doubt that our moral landscape is
changing every single day, and not for
the better. But that does not mean that
Christians cannot shine like “a light that

WHAT’S IN
A WORD?
By Charles Everett Jarvis, D.Min.

W

ORRY is something all Christians struggle with at
times. The word “worry” is not used in the King
James translation of the Greek New Testament, but the
subject of worry is addressed. Let us take a look at the
Greek noun merimna and its verbal form merimnao to
gain understanding of the New Testament’s teaching on
worry.
Merimna can be translated “a care” or “cares” in the New
Testament of the King James Version. It is probably connected to the Greek word merizo, which means “to draw
in different directions, to distract.” Merimna thus signifies
that which causes the distraction, such as a concern. In
a positive usage, merimnao can refer to the care or concern one has for someone or something. For instance, the
Apostle Paul wrote to the Corinthian believers “that there
should be no schism in the body, but that the members
should have the same care (merimnao) one for another”
(I Cor. 12:25). The positive connotation of “care” in this
verse is that believers should have mutual and equal care
or concern for one another in contrast to being in conflict
with one another.
Merimna can also be used in a negative sense. For example, it is used by Jesus in the gospels to describe someone
“that heareth the word; and the care (merimna) of this world,
and the deceitfulness of riches, choke the word, and he
becometh unfruitful” (Matt. 13:22). This usage is consistent with the Greek word merizo, which as stated before
means “to draw in different directions, to pull apart.” Jesus
is saying that too much care for the things of this world,
especially wealth and money, draws or pulls us away from
the priority of God’s Word.
While one form can refer to a positive care one has for
someone or something, the terms usually refer to having
too much care for someone or something. In several contexts, the terms mean to be troubled with care or to be
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shineth in a dark place” (II Pet. 1:19)
because of His Spirit abiding within us.
Our moral compass has to be nurtured and cared for if we are to stay on
the right track. This is done by reading
God’s Word daily and studying it. We
are to let the Word seep into our minds
and hearts and take over our lives from
within. The light of God’s Word shines
on those things that darken our moral
compass. But His Word is a “lamp unto
[our] feet, and a light unto [our] path” (Ps.
119:105). We cannot afford to stray. H

WORRY

full of care. As such it becomes worry and anxiety that are
destructive, especially to our spiritual wellbeing.
For instance, three times merimnao is used in combination with the Greek word me (meaning “no” or “not lest”)
and together translated “take no thought” in Matthew 6:2534. In each usage, Jesus is referring to being overly anxious
or troubled about something, drawing us away from the
truth of our heavenly Father’s care for us: “Therefore I say
unto you, Take no thought for your life, what ye shall eat,
or what ye shall drink; nor yet for your body, what ye shall
put on. Is not the life more than meat, and the body than
raiment?” (vs. 25); “Therefore take no thought, saying, What
shall we eat? or, What shall we drink? or, Wherewithal shall
we be clothed?” (vs. 31); “Take therefore no thought for the
morrow: for the morrow shall take thought for the things
of itself. Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof” (vs. 34).
Jesus’ admonition is to not let worry or anxiety so consume
our thoughts that we fail to recognize God’s wonderful love
and care for us, His children.
Later in the New Testament, the Apostle Paul tells believers that we are to “be careful (merimnao) for nothing; but
in every thing by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving
let your requests be made known unto God” (Phil. 4:6). In
other words, we are commanded not to be so full of care
about anything that we become anxious. Instead, we are
to take those troubling concerns to the Lord in prayer, with
thanksgiving, knowing that He loves and cares for us immeasurably.
In conclusion, there are legitimate reasons to care and
be prudently concerned about things in our lives, such as
our families, vocations, ministries, and so on. But we must
be careful not to allow that care and concern to become
so consuming that it produces anxiety and worry resulting
in failure to recognize God’s faithfulness and goodness.
When that happens, we need to heed the words of I Peter
5:7, “Casting all your care (merimna) upon him, for he careth
for you.” H
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SERMON

REPENTANCE
By Cyril Latzoo, Ph.D.

T

WO attitudes toward our spiritual health stand in the
way of repentance, and each of us might take either
of these stances at various times. One is self-satisfaction,
which can saturate our sense of spiritual worth: “What do I
need to repent of? My relationship with God is fine.” Conversely, worthlessness can envelop us: “God could never
forgive me; God does not want a person like me.”
When we reject our need for personal repentance, we
convince ourselves that we are always in tune with God
and only others need to change. Before becoming the
Apostle Paul, Saul persecuted Jesus’ disciples because of
his “zeal” for God and judged his “righteousness which is
in the law, blameless” (Phil. 3:6). His goal was to serve God
by doing what he understood His law demanded.
In looking back on his previous behavior, Paul wrote, “For I
am the least of the apostles, that am not meet to be called an
apostle, because I persecuted the church” (I Cor. 15:9), which
invokes a sense of worthlessness that can be felt when we
reflect on our own sinfulness. But Paul did not stop there, for
God’s call generated Paul’s repentance and the overwhelming power of grace that permeated his life and writing: “But
by the grace of God I am what I am: and his grace which was
bestowed upon me was not in vain” (vs. 10).
Paul’s recognition of his personal sinfulness and his subsequent sense of worthlessness are redeemed by God’s
grace in Jesus Christ. Once Paul experienced this grace,
he recognized the abundant forgiveness God lavishes on
those who repent. Paul knew that the grace offered to him
and everyone is not due to human achievements; nor is the
offer rescinded because of overwhelming sins. It is presented to each of us as beloved creations of God. Repentance
is our proper response to God’s mercy. All the earthly gains
Paul achieved prior to his call on the road to Damascus
can be described only as rubbish in light of the saving act
of Jesus Christ (Phil. 3:8). In the original Greek, the word is
skubalon, a much earthier word denoting refuse (trash) but
also meaning “dung,” or excrement.
John’s Gospel also gives us a portrayal of God’s mercy
both for those who think they do not need to repent and
those who might fear they are beyond it. Jesus encountered a woman who was said to have been caught in adultery by the religious officials who brought her to Jesus. The
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scribes and Pharisees took the woman to Jesus, however,
not because of her sinfulness but actually because of their
own. They were “tempting him, that they might have to accuse him” (8:6). It was a ruse intended to snare Jesus; as
Paul once did, they believed they were fulfilling God’s law
by seeking to accuse Jesus.
Jesus challenged the religious leaders to cast stones at
her according to the laws governing adultery only if they
them could say that they were “without sin” (John 8:7).
Whether the charge of adultery against this woman was real
or trumped up, the accusation against her simply hid their
own motives and sins. Jesus actually showed them mercy
by allowing them to walk away to consider their need of
forgiveness. It is not just the woman who was told to “sin
no more” (vs. 11), but all of us. Jesus challenges all of us to
reckon with our own sin before that of others (cf. Matt. 7:5).
Those who are overwhelmed by their own sinfulness often
feel that their sins make them unfit to be called a disciple of
Jesus. Conversely, those who refuse to acknowledge their
own sinfulness see forgiveness as something only others
need. All of us need to approach God for forgiveness. We
must be willing to acknowledge that we are all in need of
God’s mercy. If you believe God’s mercy is only for others
or that you do not need it, heed the Apostle Paul: “press
toward the mark for the prize of the high calling of God in
Christ Jesus” (Phil. 3:14). God’s mercy and forgiveness are
constant, and repentance is the path that reveals God’s
grace and allows us to press on to the upward, heavenly
calling that is in Christ.
In twenty-first century America, it is unusual and refreshing to hear anyone taking responsibility for their own
actions. So many today make excuses. In fact, it seems that
accepting personal responsibility has become only the last
resort of scoundrels who have simply run out of excuses.
Repentance precedes forgiveness, and forgiveness flows
from repentance. That is a basic biblical dynamic. God
wants our repentance and wants to forgive us. God never
gives up on us, so we need never doubt Him.
Repentance is not a single act but a process of coming
to know God more fully, learning what God wants from us
and realizing that what God ultimately desires is a deeper
relationship with us. And when that relationship is breached
by sin, God desires and seeks our reconciliation.
As the plan of salvation has unfolded, the process of
repentance and forgiveness has been greatly facilitated
through Jesus’ death and resurrection. As Paul noted in
II Corinthians 5, God has reconciled us to Himself through
Christ and in turn has entrusted to us the ministry of reconciliation (vs. 18). God wants us not to refuse to participate but
instead to rejoice over the repentance of sinners and become
active participants in the process. The statement that God
made Christ to be sin in order for us to become righteous is
best understood to mean that God did not deal with Jesus as
He would a sinner but as though Jesus were sin itself. Christ
has made it possible to be reconciled with God.
God is calling to us so that we can be forgiven and accept
reconciliation. God calls for us to recognize our sin, to turn
from our sin, and to repent. The better we know God, the
more we want to be in relationship with God, and the more
we desire repentance. Repentance is not a sign of failure in
our relationship with God but a sign of our growing love for
Him. This is why God takes the initiative in reaching out to
us, rescuing us, His children. H

MY FAVORITE
BIBLE TEXT
By Thomas R. Chmura

I

N more than forty years as a minister of
the gospel, I have accumulated many
favorite Bible texts. Trying to isolate one
of those texts as my favorite is like trying to choose which of my two children
is my favorite, which is an impossible
task. But one difficult family experience
elevated one Bible text over all others. It
is my privilege to share that experience
and that Bible text with you in this article.
My favorite Bible text is Jeremiah
29:11, which states, “For I know the
thoughts that I think toward you, saith
the Lord, thoughts of peace, and not of
evil, to give you an expected end.” At
various times in my pastoral ministry,
I have used this text to minister God’s
peace and hope to people in need. Little
did my family or I know that God would
use this text to minister His peace and
hope to our lives in an extraordinary way.

“For I know the
thoughts that I think
toward you, saith the
Lord, thoughts of
peace, and not of
evil, to give you an
expected end.”
Jeremiah 29:11
Before I begin my story of how God
powerfully used this text in my life and
in my family’s lives, allow me to share a
few textual observations. I am acutely
mindful that the historical context of Jeremiah 29:11 is the Babylonian Captivity of
God’s people. I also am aware that God’s
powerful promises of His sovereign hope,
peace, and restoration are intimately connected to God’s covenant people, Israel.
In addition, it is also my steadfast
conviction that “all scripture is given
by inspiration of God, and is profitable
for doctrine, for reproof, for correction,
for instruction in righteousness” (II Tim.
3:16). This conviction permits me to
apply the promises of Jeremiah 29:11
to my personal life as a born-again disSPRING QUARTER 2020

ciple of the Lord Jesus Christ by faith.
In light of these complementary beliefs,
I joyfully share the following narrative.

GOD’S PEACEFUL AND
PERSONAL THOUGHTS
The fall season of 2009 began as any
other in Northeast Ohio. Cool, dew-filled
mornings, picturesque sunny days with
fluffy clouds despite our fair share of
rain, and comfortable, peaceful evenings
captivated my attention. It was on one of
those glorious days that my wife, Sharon,
and I decided to spend the day looking for
primitive antiques in southwestern Ohio.
As we were traveling south of our
home, we received a phone call from our
daughter that would challenge me and
Sharon and our family in a way that we
had never before experienced. We knew
that our daughter and son-in-law’s three
boys had recently struggled with the flu,
and we also knew that the oldest son,
fifteen-year-old Austin, was not able to
overcome the flu’s sickening symptoms.
When our daughter told us on the
phone that she was at the local hospital
with Austin, we were thankful that he
would receive the medical treatment he
needed. There was something dramatic
and desperate in her voice, though, and
we knew straightway that we had to turn
around and meet her at the hospital.
As we approached our daughter at
the hospital’s emergency entrance, we
immediately knew that her tearful and
trembling appearance indicated something was terribly wrong. She then informed us that Austin was going to be
transported by emergency ambulance
to a children’s hospital. The doctors
had told her to be prepared that Austin
might be diagnosed with leukemia.
That evening, we learned the good
news that Austin did not have leukemia. The not-so-good news, though,
was that Austin had been placed on
kidney dialysis. The next day, we
learned that Austin had been born
with only one kidney, and that kidney
was severely diseased. The shocking
truth was that Austin was suffering
with end-stage renal failure.
“For I know the thoughts that I think
toward you, saith the Lord, thoughts of

peace, and not of evil.” In that emotionally charged, life-changing moment,
the Holy Spirit graciously reminded me
that God was perfectly aware of the
purposes and resolutions of His heart
and that they would be perfectly implemented. Oh, how I thanked the Lord for
His sovereign, precious thoughts that
were countering my feelings of doubt,
skepticism, and anger.
At that same moment in time, I also
was immediately aware that God was
calling me to lay bare the reality of
my faith to Austin and my family by
extending His good peace and hope
into their struggle. More than anything,
I wanted them to know that God promised to consistently demonstrate His
unchangeable and everlasting love to
them during this challenging life event.
GOD’S PROMISING AND
PREFERRED FUTURE
It has been almost a decade since
that life-changing day. With a sense of
authentic praise, I can report to you that
Austin is a grown young man who lives
life as a kidney-disease survivor. God’s
promised and preferred plan, to give
“an expected end,” included a kidney
transplant with Austin’s mom as his
donor. God’s plan created a unique and
special bond between mother and son.
Austin continues to struggle with the
complicating side effects of the anti-rejection medication that he will take
for the rest of his earthly life. One thing
that will never be rejected, though,
is the dynamic impact that Jeremiah
29:11 has had on Austin’s life, my life,
and the lives of all my precious family
members.
As I bring this article to a conclusion,
I have one more emotional event to
share with you. Austin’s older sister,
our only granddaughter, is also a kidney donor match for Austin. Her kidneys are being protected for any possible, and probable, future transplant.
One memorable day, Eryn presented
her brother with an unexpected special
gift. As we gathered around in a family
circle, Austin opened his gift. It was a
small wooden plaque with a Bible verse
on it. The verse read, “For I know the
thoughts that I think toward you, saith
the Lord, thoughts of peace, and not of
evil, to give you an expected end.”
Many tears of joy were shed that
day; and that Bible verse plaque still
holds a special place in all our hearts.
For sure, it holds a special place in
mine. To God be the glory! H
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FROM NEBUCHADNEZZAR
TO NEHEMIAH,
ARCHAEOLOGY AFFIRMS
BIBLE HISTORY
By Larry V. Crutchfield, Ph.D.
EXILE AND DESTRUCTION
IN JUDAH
GAIN and again, a compassionate
God had sent His messengers, the
prophets, to call the people of Judah
to repent of their idolatry and disobedience to His Law. Jeremiah, whose
prophetic ministry spanned over forty
years (627-585 b.c.), warned the people of the devastating consequences
of unrepentance. But they “mocked”
the messenger and “despised” God’s
message until divine judgment was the
only “remedy” (II Chr. 36:15-16).
The instrument of God’s final judgment on Judah was Nebuchadnezzar’s Babylonian army. The fearsome
foe had already invaded Judah twice.
It came first in 605 b.c. (II Chr. 36:57; Dan. 1:1-3) and again in 597 b.c.
(II Kgs. 24:14-16), taking captives and
treasure back to Babylon each time.
But Nebuchadnezzar came yet a third
time in 588 b.c. and began a two-anda-half-year siege of Jerusalem.
The end finally came in 586 b . c .
The Babylonians breached the walls,
burned the city, blinded King Zedekiah,
and carried him and the rest of the people to Babylon in chains. Only a remnant of the poorest of the people was
left to inhabit the rubble and charred
remains of Jerusalem (II Kgs. 25:7-12).
W. Harold Mare, late professor of
archaeology and New Testament at
Covenant Theological Seminary, wrote
that excavations in the City of David
“testify to the intensity of the Babylonian attack” in 586 b.c. According
to Mare, what British archaeologist
Kathleen Kenyon (1974) and Israeli
archaeologist Yigal Shiloh (1972-82)
uncovered at the site was evidence
of “wholesale destruction of buildings
and the burning of anything that could

A
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be set on fire” (The Archaeology of the
Jerusalem Area, Baker). This is in perfect accord with the biblical account of
the event in II Kings 25.
RETURN AND REBUILDING
IN JERUSALEM
In 539 b.c., almost fifty years after
Nebuchadnezzar destroyed Jerusalem, the Persian king Cyrus conquered
the Babylonian Empire. In fulfillment of
Jeremiah’s prophecy (29:4-14) and in
keeping with Persian policy to repatriate conquered people groups, the
Jews returned to Judah. Zerubbabel
led the first group of returning Jews
and oversaw rebuilding of the temple
during the period 538-515 b.c. (Ezra
2:64-65; Neh. 7:66-67). Ezra followed
with more returning Jews in 458 b.c.
and brought spiritual revival to Judah.
Finally, Nehemiah returned to Judah in 445 b.c. with a burning desire
to rebuild the walls of his beloved
Jerusalem (Neh. 1:1—2:10). At that
time, the city and its walls had lain in
utter ruins for 140 years. Not surprisingly, Kenyon says her excavations at
Jerusalem “contributed only little to
the record” for that 140-year period.
“Archaeology picks up the story only
when Nehemiah conducted his restoration at Jerusalem” (Mare).
Nehemiah, with his appointment as
governor of Judah (Neh. 5:14) and with
royal authorization to rebuild Jerusalem, arrived at the city fully prepared to
raise it from the rubble (2:7-8). The new
governor revealed his excellent skills
as a planner by first making a nocturnal survey of the city’s dilapidated
fortifications (vss. 11-16) to determine
the extent of the task at hand.
As a result of that survey, the walls
of Jerusalem are more thoroughly
described in the book of Nehemiah
than anywhere else in the Bible. Archaeologists have found Nehemiah’s

comments about the wall along the
eastern ridge above the Kidron Valley
of special interest in light of their own
assessment of that area. Research
has confirmed why Nehemiah’s plan
to simply rebuild that section of wall
where it originally stood was changed.
Nehemiah states that when he
reached the “king’s pool” (the Pool of
Siloam) and tried to go up the eastern
ridge along the steep Kidron Valley, his
mount was unable to continue due to
much debris on the path (2:14). “This
fits well the picture given by archaeology that the eastern ridge was in shambles and filled with rubble. Evidence
of the rubble was everywhere, both in
Kenyon’s Trench 1 and Shiloh’s areas
E 1 and G (stratum 9)” (Mare). So how
did Nehemiah deal with the problem?
THE EASTERN WALL AND
LEANING TOWER
Eminent Israeli archaeologist Dr.
Eilat Mazar posits an answer to the
above question. Mazar has excavated
extensively in the City of David—the
oldest continuously occupied part
of Jerusalem (sometimes called the
Ophel ridge). She directed excavations there from 2005 to 2008 under
the academic auspices of Hebrew
University’s Institute of Archaeology. During that dig, Mazar’s primary
objective was to locate King David’s
palace. Mazar not only found the royal
palace but in the process, she also
located a section of Nehemiah’s wall.
However, this part of the wall had
been rebuilt “near the crest of the eastern slope [of the City of David] . . .
rather than nearer the floor of the valley,
where it had been before the Babylonian destruction.” The reason for the
relocation, according to Mazar, is that
while the destroyed upper portions of
most wall sections were rebuilt on the
still-existing lower foundations, the wall

above the precipitous Kidron Valley
was too dilapidated and the terrain too
difficult to do the same there (Mazar,
“The Wall That Nehemiah Built,” Biblical
Archaeology Review, Mar/Apr 2009).
Further excavation of the site resulted in even more surprising revelations.
For as Mazar discovered, Nehemiah’s
eastern wall complex (Wall 27 and the
adjoining Northern Tower) was built
“directly on top of a ruined wall of
King David’s palace (also known as the
Large Stone Structure) and its massive
rampart (known as the Stepped Stone
Structure).” Mazar also discovered
that excavations done near the Northern Tower in 1923 and 1925 had severely weakened the structure (Mazar).
When the Israel Antiquities Authority
(IAA) was notified, the IAA commissioned Mazar’s team to carry out an
excavation and restoration program.
As the tower was carefully dismantled,
every stone was numbered for future reassembly and a 7-by-9-foot square was
excavated beneath it. “An excavation
is never without its surprises,” writes
Mazar, “and at this point there came a
completely unexpected one.” It was the
first of several more to come (Mazar).
DIGGING BENEATH THE
NORTHERN TOWER
Surprisingly, the first thing Mazar’s
team encountered was a grave—for
two dogs. There were no grave goods,
no signs of mistreatment or disease,
and according to zoo archaeologist
Noa Raban-Gerstel of Haifa University,
the dogs died of old age. Why the dogs
were buried is unknown.
But “before you conclude that these
dog burials are irrelevant,” cautions
Mazar, “consider the fact that dog
burials in Israel [a Persian-period cemetery with hundreds of dog burials was
found at Ashkelon] are characteristic
of the [early] Persian period—when
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the Persian monarch Cyrus the Great
permitted the Jews to return from the
Babylonian Exile.”
When Mazar dug deeper, she struck
a five-foot deep stratum filled with potsherds, all of which dated the stratum
to the late sixth and early fifth centuries
b.c. At this point, as Mazar explains,
“What is missing from this pottery-filled
stratum is equally important. There was
not a single ‘Yehud’ impression on a
jar handle in this stratum. Yehud is the
name by which Judea was known in the
Persian period, the first half of the fifth
century b.c.”
From all of the above dated finds,
Mazar concludes: “In short, the tower
and wall were built at just the time
when the Bible tells us that Nehemiah
rebuilt the city walls of Jerusalem—
around 445 b . c .” As impressive as
these discoveries were, Mazar chose
to dig deeper still.
This is what the archaeologist uncovered: “Beneath the stratum from the
Babylonian period was a thick layer from
the destruction at the end of the First
Temple period (when the Babylonians
destroyed Jerusalem). Among the finds
were pottery sherds, dozens of bronze
and iron arrowheads, stone weights,
. . . clay figurines, and bullae (clay seal
impressions)” (Mazar). The bullae seals
were of special significance.
BULLAE SEALS RECALL
BIBLE NAMES
A pair of bullae seals found in the
course of Mazar’s excavations were
directly related to the book of Jeremiah.
The first seal, less than half an inch in
width, came to light during the opening
excavation season (in 2005) in King David’s palace. The bulla, containing three
lines of ancient Hebrew script, had once
sealed a long since decayed document.
Mazar dated the artifact to the period in
which the large stone structure (David’s

palace) was last in use—just preceding
the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 b.c.
(Mazar, “Did I Find King David’s Palace?” BAR, Jan/Feb 2006).
Mazar consulted a Bible encyclopedia to confirm the name on the seal.
“There he was,” she writes, “as large
as life—in the book of the prophet Jeremiah: King Zedekiah sent [Jehucal]
son of Shelemiah to the prophet Jeremiah to pray for the people (Jeremiah
37:3).” Jehucal is referred to again in
Jeremiah 38:1 (as “Jucal”) together
with “Gedaliah ben Pashhur.” Gedaliah ben Pashhur’s name was clearly inscribed on a second bulla found—just
a few yards away from the first—in the
First Temple period strata beneath the
Northern Tower.
These two men were both ministers
during King Zedekiah’s reign (597-586
b.c.). Even as Nebuchadnezzar’s army
closed in on Jerusalem toward the end
of the First Temple period, Jeremiah
pleaded with the king and the people
to surrender to the Babylonians to
save their own lives and to prevent
Jerusalem’s destruction. But neither
the king nor his officials, including
Gedaliah and Jucal, were receptive to
the prophet’s message (Jer. 38:1-4).
With respect to these bullae and
given Eilat Mazar’s high regard for Bible
history, she unsurprisingly declares:
“How amazing these finds are! It is possible to understand how moving this is
only when you hold a tiny mud bulla,
only half an inch wide, and realize that it
was rolling around for 2,594 years in the
Babylonian destruction debris and was
discovered still intact with the inscribed
name still clearly legible. It is not very
often that such a discovery happens to
an archaeologist, in which a historical
figure shakes off the dust of time and
comes to life” (Mazar, “The Wall That
Nehemiah Built”). H
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MEDITATIONS IN PSALMS

CORPORATE WORSHIP:
PSALM 42 AND 43
By Daniel E. Bruce

C

ERTAINLY, both Psalms 42 and 43
can be studied apart; but together
they stand as a complete, symmetrical
arrangement composed of three fourline stanzas, a common refrain, and
an interlude. Also, in the parlance of
biblical scholarship, they constitute
in structure a classic psalm of lament
over unjust circumstances. The writer
is lamenting his inability to worship and
be more fully in God’s presence in the
“house of God” (42:4). Furthermore, he
is suffering persecution from ungodly
oppressors who taunt him continually
over God’s perceived absence by asking, “Where is thy God?” (vss. 3, 10).
In the first stanza (vss. 1-4), we see
the writer yearning for God as a deer
pants for water in a hot, arid place. He
dines, so to speak, on tears of sorrow
rather than on the life-giving water of
the Living God. This is striking because
we know, as the psalmist certainly
does, God’s promise to be with us always (Heb. 13:5; cf. Josh. 1:5). At this
moment, however, he is experiencing
a crisis of faith. Nor do we always see
or feel God’s presence during troubled
times. Our minds assent to the fact
that He has promised to be with us
always (Matt. 28:20), but our circumstances can often overwhelm us as
our feelings take control. Yet the writer
is not just lamenting God’s seeming
absence in his daily life. Verse 4 reveals he is specifically longing, indeed
panting, for a time when he “had gone
with the multitude” to God’s house to
celebrate Israel’s festivals.
But now he is unable to do so. Presumably he is somewhere north of Jerusalem, in “the land of Jordan, and of
the Hermonites, from the hill of Mizar”
(vs. 6), possibly north of the Sea of Galilee. But while unable to worship God
with the assembly, he reminds himself
in the first iteration of the refrain in
verse 5 (repeated in verse 11 and again
in 43:5) that in the meantime he should
not be dispirited. His hope is in God,
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and he will ultimately receive His help.
The interlude of verse 8 also contains
encouraging words that form a small
prayer, which acknowledges God as
the source of “lovingkindness” (mercy) and “song” (joy). He is the God of
the psalmist’s whole life and the giver
of every good, even in the midst of
trying circumstances represented by
the “waves” and “billows” of verse 7.
Unique here also is the fact that the
psalmist addresses God for the only
time with the personal name Yahweh.
This is represented in the King James
Version as Lord. All other references to
God throughout Psalms 42 and 43 are
as Elohim, usually rendered as God.
It is significant that the flow of thought
is interrupted for a moment as the psalmist ultimately acknowledges Yahweh as
his hope even though he is kept from
worshipping God in the temple and endures scoffs from unbelievers. And yet
even while confessing this, he returns to
his lament in verses 9 and 10, which with
verses 6 and 7 form the second stanza
bisected by the interlude, because of
the oppression of his enemies. He goes
so far as to ask of God, “Why hast thou
forgotten me?” (vs. 9). This is the common disjunction between the head and
the heart. We know and can assent that
whatever God says in His Word is trustworthy, but our emotions can often be
overpowering and lead to doubt and fear.
In 43:1, there is a classic plea, or
petition, for God to act, common to
psalms of lament. He implores God to
judge his conduct, which he feels has
been upright, and pleads for deliverance from his oppressors, once again
questioning God’s seeming rejection.
Who of us has not felt the same way
when we cannot seem to “feel” God’s
presence, even as our minds tell us
He is with us always? That the divinely
inspired writers of God’s Word express
this very conundrum should encourage us that we are not alone in our
struggles of faith.
That we are not alone, nor were
ever meant to be, is the major theme

of these psalms. In verses 3 and 4,
which are the last two lines of the third
stanza, the writer confidently looks
forward to a time when he can finally
go to “thy holy hill,” where he will go
“unto the altar of God, unto God my
exceeding joy.” Further, he will praise
Him by making music to the Lord
“upon the harp.” That he anticipated
the company of others we may infer
because of the “multitudes” involved
in past worship (42:4).
The psalmist ends his lament in 43:5
with the third and final repeat of the
refrain. He reminds himself again that
he should not be “cast down” or “disquieted,” for God is the very source of
his life and hope.
As mentioned earlier, the psalmist
is lamenting the fact that he cannot
be near to God in corporate worship
among other believers. Yes, he can
reach out to God as an individual in
any circumstance; but his inability to
go to God’s house in the assembly
of the people at appointed times of
worship is what troubles his heart. His
enemies know this and therefore sneer
at him as if, because of this, his God is
absent and unreachable. They do not
see him in the act of worshipping his
God among his fellow Israelites.
As Christians in a free society, we
may frequently take for granted our
privilege to go publicly with our fellow
believers to church on the Lord’s Day
and at other times. Indeed, there are
occasions when we may not even feel
like going because of the stress of
busy modern life, or because of the
distractions caused by material things
and all sorts of leisurely pursuits. The
psalmist, however, panted as a deer for
water not only to worship and be near
God, but also to do so in the company
of others, to come near the altar with
them and to sing and observe the
commands of God. This psalm should
cause us to reevaluate our attitudes
toward gathering with God’s people
and make us truly long to worship Him
in the company of others. H

BIBLE BOOKMARK

ADAM’S
FAILURE
By Joshua Littler, M.Div.

Q: Please help me get a better understanding of Genesis 2:15-17. Why did
Adam not speak up to his wife, knowing
that God had told him not to eat of the
tree of the knowledge of good and evil
before God even created his wife, Eve?
A: You bring up a challenging question, and it can be especially difficult to
answer because Scripture leaves out a
number of details that we would love
to know to satisfy our curiosity. When
Scripture is silent on a particular issue, it is important to bear two crucial
principles in mind: 1) Keep the main
thing the main thing, and 2) Do not al-

low assumptions to become doctrinal
conclusions.
God has a purpose for leaving out
various details and keeping the focus
on something else. Concerning this
passage in Genesis, we should keep
our focus on the main emphasis of
Adam and Eve’s being created sinless
and subsequently both sinning against
God. Both willfully sinned against God
and were held accountable.
Nevertheless, your question is a
good one. It is important to remember,
however, that Scripture never mentions Adam’s protest or lack thereof.
It is entirely possible that he offered
some brief resistance before “he did
eat” (Gen. 3:6), but the Bible’s emphasis is on his eating. The conclusion we
must come to, then, is that whatever
resistance Adam had in his heart was
both brief and weak as he ultimately
succumbed to temptation and accepted Eve’s offer: “She gave me of the
tree, and I did eat” (vs. 12).
Adam’s response to God’s accusations in Genesis 3 betrays a
blame-shifting attitude. He reveals
that he is just as guilty as Eve, having

OUR LIVING HOPE
Our hope lies in the great beyond,
Where saints forever reign,
Where mortal ills have passed away
And all of life is gain.
Our hope is in the great henceforth,
God’s future for His own,
Unending joys and blessedness
Around the heavenly throne.
Fair mansions in the Father’s house
Await His people there,
Where we shall see our Saviour’s
		face
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And all His glory share.
God’s holy city therein holds
No sorrow, death, or pain;
The Lamb shall be our healing
light,
And with Him we shall reign.
Our God shall wipe away all
tears,
And we with Him shall be
To praise and bless His holy name
Through all eternity. H

—J. Harold Gwynne.

eaten of the tree of his own volition and
being just as accountable for sin as
Eve and the serpent. Ellicott presents
an alternate view of Adam’s response
to God, but he comes to a strikingly
similar conclusion:
“He has little sense of responsibility,
and no feeling that he had a duty towards Eve, and ought to have watched
over her, and helped her when tempted. It is a mistake to suppose that he
wished to shift the blame, first upon
Eve, and then upon God, who had given
her to him; rather, he recapitulates the
history, as if, in his view, it was a matter
of course that he should act as he had
done (see on Genesis 3:20), and as if he
had no sense that there was any blame
whatever attaching to any one. His conscience still seems utterly unmoved”
(Rawlinson, Ellicott’s Commentary for
English Readers, biblehub.com).
Adam was thus an irresponsible
husband at best and a silent supporter of sin at worst. If he offered any
resistance, the Lord did not consider
it to our benefit to mention it in the
Scriptures. Adam’s undeniable guilt
demonstrates that his ultimate decision to take the fruit from Eve makes
any potential argument worthless.
While Scripture does not provide us
information on Adam’s conversation
with Eve before he sinfully ate of the
tree of the knowledge of good and evil,
it does provide us with a solid doctrinal
conclusion to original sin, namely, that
Christ is the new Adam through whom
all may have new life through faith:
“For if by one man’s offence death
reigned by one; much more they which
receive abundance of grace and of the
gift of righteousness shall reign in life
by one, Jesus Christ” (Rom. 5:17).
Death was introduced into the world
by Adam’s sin, and we are all destined
to die because we are all sinners (Rom.
3:23; 6:23), yet the glorious promise is
that Jesus died to save us from that sin.
Through Him, we can have the power to
say no to sin and yes to God (6:11), and
Scripture will be what argues against
us when we face temptation (cf. Heb.
4:12). What original sin destroyed will
one day be fully restored, and Jesus
Christ will receive all the glory for it. H
If you have a question about the
Bible that you would like us to answer,
please send it to: Bible Bookmark,
Union Gospel Press, P.O. Box 6059,
Cleveland, Ohio 44101, or e-mail us
at theoed@uniongospelpress.com
(subject line: Bible Bookmark).
(47) 15

TESTIMONIES OF FAITH

NEVER
TOO
OLD
By Nancy Bailey

T

HE Bible says, “Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the
devil, as a roaring lion, walketh about,
seeking whom he may devour” (I Pet.
5:8). My seventy-six-year-old friend,
Carol, is very familiar with this verse.
She lived with Satan’s devouring for a
large portion of her life. He was able to
use memories of her past to lead her
astray.
Her demeanor is such today that you
could easily assume she came from a
strong Christian home and had served
God her entire life. Carol is the oldest
of four sisters. Her parents attended
church, professing to be Christians,
but from age six to age twenty, Carol
was brutalized by her father. She lived
a life of isolation and fear, and it took
sixty-five years for her to be able to
relay her story.
At six years of age, she began to
read the Bible. When she read about
the rich man and Lazarus, she worried that she would die and go to hell.
She remembers asking God to forgive
her sins, and admits He was with her
through the years, but she felt justified
to hold on to her rebellious heart.
In high school, Carol earned first chair
in the band, but she was never allowed
to attend any performances that were
outside of school hours or off campus.
She and her sisters were not permitted
to visit a friend or have one visit them.
At no time were they allowed to have a
telephone, television, or radio.
Because of the abuse, Carol had no
sense of self-worth. She was twenty
years old before she launched out on
her own. She believes the courage to
take that step came only from God.
She had no skills, no money, and no
place to live when she sought work
at a veterinary clinic. The owners realized she had few abilities, but they
recognized her intelligence. Not only
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did they train her for the position, they
allowed her to live rent-free in their
small apartment. Carol remembers
the first skill that she mastered was to
answer a phone properly. She became
a great asset to their business. Some
years later, she was hired as a word
processor for a large firm of defense
attorneys. In time, she became a legal
secretary, and retired from that same
office thirty years later.
Carol admits that she was being
guided, but her spirit was broken. She
was angry, bitter, and unwilling to release herself to the Father image of
God. She had become comfortable living with that anger and bitterness, and
refused to let it go. She used it as an
excuse to live with one foot in the world
while professing to be a Christian.
She continued that pattern until she
was fifty-five. It was then she was diagnosed with colon cancer. Instead of
turning to God, she felt justified to view
the cancer as another abandonment.
She remembers thinking, “Well, this is
it. I’m going to die.”
Carol did not call her family. Believing
her life was over, she packed up her
belongings and began taking them to
a thrift store. Just as she was emptying a second load of items, something
unexpected happened. She felt God’s
presence all around her, and for the first
time in her life she had a full realization
of how real He was. This time she made
no attempt to push Him away. She remembers praying, “Father, I’m scared,
but I’m going to trust You.”
A Bible verse she had learned
came to her mind: “Casting all your

care upon him; for he careth for you”
(I Pet. 5:7). It was a familiar verse, but
this time it had real meaning. It was a
message that came straight from God
to her heart. It was time to accept and
believe it. Carol told Him, “I’m not sure
I’m really Your child, but I want to be.”
She asked God to forgive her sin and
save her. This time, she was certain she
was a Christian. Carol rejoiced in her
salvation, but it also brought her faceto-face with her own refusal to forgive. In
order to move on with her life, it was necessary to forgive those who had hurt her.
“It was an incredible experience,” she
said. “I felt the burden fall from my heart.
The relief was tremendous. I had been
allowing hate, anger, and bitterness to
control me throughout my life.”
Carol’s next step was to call her
mother. She and two of Carol’s sisters
came to stay with Carol through the
surgery and took care of her afterwards. The cancer was frightening, and
the treatment was uncomfortable; but
God used it to guide her to a healthy recovery, physically and spiritually. Even
her finances were taken care of when
two area attorneys paid her generously
to do their overflow work. Also, the law
firm from which she had retired helped
her with other expenses.
Carol is grateful for God’s mercy,
and her desire is to stay close to Him.
Satan often reminds Carol of her past.
He tries to reintroduce the pain, but she
chooses to trust God. Her heart’s desire is to live by the following Scripture:
“Humble yourselves therefore under the
mighty hand of God, that he may exalt
you in due time” (I Pet. 5:6). H

TESTIMONIES OF FAITH

A.H. FRANKE—
SHINING
PIETIST LIGHT
By Lorella Rouster

N

EARLY a hundred years before
the Englishman William Carey, the
“Father of Modern Missions,” went
to India, a European named August
Hermann Francke was inspiring future
missionary vision.
Francke (1663–1727) was one of the
youngest instructors at the University
of Leipzig in Germany when he began
a serious study of the Bible in 1686.
He was converted after studying the
Bible for a year.
Francke spent a few months with
Philip Spener, a Lutheran who often
is credited with founding the Pietist
movement. Like Spener, Francke
longed for and found a more vital personal faith than the formalism of his
day offered.
Afterwards Francke began leading
a Bible study with the students and
townspeople. The main attenders of his
original Bible study were faculty members. Great turmoil broke out when
he began to fervently reach out to the
general populace. Opposition mounted
at every turn. The authorities imposed
limits on his preaching and teaching.
Francke became increasingly uncomfortable at Leipzig and gladly responded to a call to preach at Erfurt in 1690. Soon, however, he faced
opposition there as well. Officials of
the local clergy and local government
were united in opposing his gospel
preaching. They expelled him from the
town after only a year.
Francke’s friend, Spener, obtained
for him a professorship at Halle and
also the pastorate of the Lutheran
church at Glaucha. These were significant moves in Francke’s career.
From the beginning, Francke led in
the theological methods of interpretation and Bible study at Halle. He
achieved this outstanding recognition
despite not formally becoming a part
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of the theological faculty until seven
years later.
After Francke’s arrival at Halle, his
influence almost immediately made
and kept Halle a center of Pietism.
Francke insisted on personal conversion by an act of choice and personal
faith based on studying and obeying
the Scriptures.
A great organizer, Francke also was
a man of unbounded energy and a
model of pastoral and personal faithfulness. In his lectures at the University
of Halle, he always emphasized faithfulness to the teaching of Scripture in
both doctrine and personal practice.
Francke had a reputation as an outstanding educator and administrator.
In 1695, he began his first school.
Based on Christian principles, the
school served poor children. It proved
to be very successful. Soon Francke
began two additional schools and an
orphanage. At the time of Francke’s
death, 2,200 children were being
taught in his schools, and his orphanage cared for 134 needy ones.
These achievements seem even
more astounding when one considers
that Francke’s institutions had almost
no official means of support. Francke
always said his schools and orphanage
were maintained in answer to prayer.
He always gave God all the credit.
Francke believed God honored
practical measures, however. An outstanding publicist, Francke enlisted
the nobles of Europe. Gifts poured
in from all over Germany to the institutions under his leadership. The
fact that almost all the institutions he
started have survived and are in active
service to the present day seem to testify that God’s stamp of approval was
on Francke’s ministry.
Francke also was influential in a
ministry established by his friend Karl
Hildebrand. The latter dedicated him-

self to print and cheaply distributing
the Scriptures. This ministry also is
being perpetuated in our day.
In Francke’s day, many Protestants
did not clearly see that their responsibility was to take the gospel to the
world. His mentor, Spener, asserted
that the spread of Christianity should
not be left to the established church of
that day. Francke agreed.
Francke’s activities and teaching
aroused zeal and results for missions.
In fact, two of Francke’s students
from Halle might be considered the
first Protestant missionaries. Bartholomeus Ziegenbalg and Heinrich
Plutschau were sent as missionaries
to India in 1705 by Frederick IV of
Denmark.
Although not welcomed, they persevered valiantly. They won some converts
of mixed Portuguese and Indian descent
and translated a catechism, prayer book,
and hymn book into Portuguese and the
Indian tongue called Tamil. Zeigenbalg
compiled a Tamil grammar and wrote
other books in the Tamil language. He
even won some Hindu converts.
Zeigenbalg’s successor, Benjamin
Schultze, translated the Bible into
Teluqu and much of it into Hindustani.
These ministries were a direct result of
Francke’s labors.
In the eighteenth century, at least sixty missionaries went out from Halle to
places other than continental Europe,
including India and Greenland. The
most famous of these missionaries was
Christian Friedrich Swartz, who was
educated at Halle. Swartz served faithfully in India from 1750 until his death in
1798. (The famous English missionary
William Carey landed in India in 1793.)
Francke’s teaching exerted a decidedly biblical influence over almost all
the German Reformed churches of the
lower Rhine Valley. It brought to the
churches a revival of vital Christianity,
an improvement in the spiritual quality
of the ministry, and Christian training
for the young. It also brought increased
participation by the laity, greater familiarity with the Scriptures, and renewed
efforts at personal obedience.
Francke lived in an age when many
thought human reason could explain
away Christianity. His teaching helped
arrest the effects of rationalism.
One of Francke’s students was
Nikolaus Zinzendorf, who led the
Moravian movement. From this group
still more missionaries went forth before Carey’s time. H
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CHANGED BY A
HYMN EXPERIENCE
By Joan Besaw

I

FEEL like I have always known the
hymn “How Firm a Foundation.” It
was not a favorite of mine, however,
until the day I truly experienced the
lyrics. God got my attention as the
words of the hymn became a sermon
delivered by a well-known preacher.
Picture the setting of a solitary chair
onstage, and picture yourself seated
in that chair. The pastor said he sat in
that “chair” one day when God spoke
to him personally through the stanzas
of this hymn. I too could hear God
speaking to me as the pastor stood
beside the chair, reading and interpreting each line. My heart was deeply
stirred, and I wept as I experienced the
presence of Almighty God. Let God
speak to you through the words of my
favorite hymn:
How firm a foundation, ye saints of the
Lord, / Is laid for your faith in His excellent
Word! / What more can He say than to you
He hath said, / To you, who for refuge to
Jesus have fled?
“Fear not, I am with thee; O be not dismayed, /For I am thy God, I will still give
thee aid;/I’ll strengthen thee, help thee,
and cause thee to stand, /Upheld by My
righteous, omnipotent hand.
“When through the deep waters I call
thee to go, /The rivers of woe shall not
thee overflow, /For I will be with thee thy
trials to bless. /And sanctify to thee thy
deepest distress.
“When thru fiery trials thy pathway
shall lie, /My grace, all sufficient, shall be
thy supply:/The flame shall not hurt thee;
I only design/Thy dross to consume and
thy gold to refine.
“The soul that on Jesus hath leaned
for repose. /I will not, I will not desert
to its foes;/That soul, tho all hell should
endeavor to shake, /I’ll never, no, never,
no, never forsake.

Additional lyrics are sometimes included with varied melodies of this
hymn. Dr. John Rippon lists the writer
of the words only as “K” in his Selection of Hymns. The initial K may
refer to Rippon’s musical associate R.
Keene, or it may indicate the writer is
unknown. One of the melodies used is
by composer John F. Wade. You may
recognize it from the carol “O Come,
All Ye Faithful.” Another common folk
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melody from an unknown composer
is also used.
Of greatest importance in establishing the origin of this great hymn is
knowing that the words derive from
God’s Word. The lyrics directly relate
to a Scripture reference.
We find the authority of God’s Word
established in the first stanza. What
more can we expect or do we need
beyond the complete revelation of
God through the Word (Ps. 119:160)?
In stanza 2, God’s promise to be
with us every day and in every situation is declared. That precious thought
is recorded in Isaiah 41:10.
We have no need to fear according
to Isaiah 43:2. Stanzas 3 and 4 vividly
illustrate God’s omnipotent power to
save us.
We are given the eternal promise
that God will never forsake us in stanza 5. The hymn writer used powerful
words and repetition to instill in us
the everlasting promise of Hebrews
13:5-6.
Praise the Lord! The assurance of
God’s love and power recalled in this
magnificent hymn can be found in
Genesis through Revelation. What a
wonderful example of how Christian
music should be written! Lyrics contrary to God’s Word should not be a
part of Christian music. Lyrics that
ignore God’s words are not worthy of
being called Christian music. The total
composition should be worshipful and
praiseworthy.
A hymn like “How Firm a Foundation” is timeless. We should be
grateful to those who created and
preserved this hymn since the eighteenth century. It was a favorite hymn
of such leaders as Presidents Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson.
On Christmas 1898, it was a blessing to troops who had fought in the
Spanish-American War. It has been
included in state funerals as well as
the humblest of gatherings. Thank the
Lord for leaders past, present, and
future who appreciate sacred music
and are not ashamed to honor God’s
Word.
Hymns are an important part of

our personal and corporate worship.
Songs that quote Scripture help us
memorize Bible verses. A beautiful
melody is something we can enjoy
replaying in our minds over and over.
Ask the Holy Spirit to help you recall
a favorite hymn in times of distress as
well as in pleasant situations.
There is no substitute for Bible
memorization, of course, but words
put to melody are often easier to recall
when one is tense. I am so comforted
when I can mentally leave the dentist’s chair and go back to that special
“chair” where I am alone with Jesus.
He tenderly reassures me that He is
right there with me through the words
of this hymn.
Think of times you have been in hospital waiting rooms, at home caring for
a sick child, in a traffic jam, or in other
ways weighed down with stress. Call
out to the Lord. Rely on His promises
in song and in Scripture. You are never
alone.
Share music that has blessed your
life with family and friends. When you
get to choose music heard in your car
and your home, for example, make it
a vital part of your Christian witness.
Use music to encourage yourself and
others.
We are privileged to be able to rejoice in our firm foundation whenever
we choose. Check your church hymnal
and library for the words and music of
great hymns like “How Firm a Foundation.” You can listen to different
arrangements of this hymn by going
to websites such as cyberhymnal.org.
God’s final promise at the end of
stanza 5 continues to grip my heart:
“That soul, though all hell should endeavor to shake, / I’ll never, no, never,
no, never forsake.”
On the day you get to read this issue
of the Gospel Herald and The Sunday
School Times, no one could have predicted what would be going on in your
life or mine. Forces of evil seem to be
taking over, but we can count on the
firm foundation found in our Lord Jesus Christ. That is all we need. He will
never forsake us. H

ALWAYS ABOUT JESUS
By Priscilla Tate Gilmore

E

VERY man, woman, and child eventually mourns over the death of a
loved one at some time in their lives.
If the one grieving is not a believer, his or her ordeal differs from the
one that befalls a follower of Christ.
They have no hope, whereas a grieving disciple of Christ has the hope
of seeing their loved one in heaven
(I Thess. 4:13-17).
Despite the wonderful truth that a
grieving believer has the hope of seeing the departed in heaven, the emotional and spiritual pain can be intense.
How can you sympathize with and
strengthen a believer who is mourning
the loss of a believing loved one?
When I lost my sister and my best
friend, both followers of Christ, to
cancer, I cried for weeks. I prayed
for someone, a counselor to bring
comfort, listen to my pain, and encourage my faith and love for Jesus
Christ. God sent David to me. The
way he helped me could be a way
for you and me to help others (cf.
II Cor. 1:3-5).
COMFORT
David graduated from the University
of Oregon in Eugene with a doctorate
of education in counseling. He describes himself not as a family counselor but as a biblical counselor. He
believes that the most effective way
to comfort is to practice the presence
of ministry.
He believes that we cannot be fully
present with a person unless we live by
who and what we are in Christ as our
Lord and Saviour (cf. Rom. 8:16-17). If
we are only hearers and not doers of
the Word (Jas. 1:22), we find ourselves
doing things without any meaning or
foundation. It is all external piety.
We should enter a home to be with
the grieving, not to fix problems.
We ought to pray, “Lord, be present
through me. I’m not the answer; You
are.” Then, as the Holy Spirit guides,
in obedience we should be aware of
when it is time to offer a cup of water,
wash dishes, make arrangements for
arriving guests, and listen to their pain.
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LISTEN
As the grieving one is able to share
painful feelings and happy or unhappy remembrances about the deceased, we should concentrate with
a self-negating attitude. We should
not think about our own agendas. We
must remember that Christ gave the
Apostle Peter, and Himself, permission to feel the pains of sin, death,
and sorrow. After the rooster crowed
three times, Peter remembered Jesus’ words and went outside. In his
sorrow he mourned bitterly (Luke
22:62). Also, when Lazarus died,
Jesus saw Mary weeping; He was
moved in spirit and troubled (John
11:35, 38).
Grieving is not a neat five-step
process like the Kubler-Ross stages
of grieving (denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance)
suggests. That is a psychological
model, and it does not recognize
the depth of the spiritual influence
that God has in our lives, whether
we acknowledge Him as God or not.
And it crams people into a box that
communicates that they are in denial
when they should be accepting. It
proposes that the grieving Christian
needs to be fixed. Many do not need
fixing.
When the grieving believer mourns
a death, he or she understands the
loss, but it takes a while to heal and
trust that their loved one is with Christ.
After the grieving one acknowledges
that their loved one is with Christ, we
should encourage him or her to get
their mind off of any anxieties about
God not being present with them and
focus on who God is. And remember
that they are a temple of the Holy Spirit. We should prompt the grieving to
read and meditate on the Word of God.
ENCOURAGE
David tells me that people who are
experiencing a loss worry about what
is next for them. They may feel worry—it is normal. But as Philippians 4:6
and 7 states, believers are not to act
out of worry or fear: “Be careful for
nothing; but in every thing by prayer
and supplication with thanksgiving let

your requests be made known unto
God. And the peace of God, which
passeth all understanding, shall keep
your hearts and minds through Christ
Jesus.” A grieving Christian is to bring
all matters to the Lord and think about
things that are true, honest, just, pure,
lovely, and good at all times (vs. 8).
Next, David tells the grieving one
that God is for every believer, not
against them (Rom. 8:31) and that
nothing can separate them from God
or His love—“For I am persuaded, that
neither death . . . shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is
in Christ Jesus our Lord” (vss. 38-39).
God always has a plan and a purpose, David says, but the grieving do
not understand why God would let
people die when and the way they
do. Proverbs 3:5 and 6 reminds believers to “trust in the Lord with all
thine heart; and lean not unto thine
own understanding.” Believers are to
acknowledge and depend on God in
and for every situation. It is up to the
counselor to remind the grieving that
they are to serve Jesus the best way
they can while on earth.
After comforting the grieving in
Christ, listening with a self-sacrificing
attitude, and encouraging them in
the Word of God, David says that the
counselor should conclude with helpful resources to aid the grieving while
they heal from the loss.
It is important that the grieving establish a daily routine of Bible study,
then add time for a walk, service or
ministry, and moments to remember
their loved one. As the grieving one
talks about and looks at photos of the
departed, God eventually performs
a healing of their pain; the mourner
views the deceased from God’s perspective.
After listening to David, I believed I
could be sympathetic and strengthen
a believer as they mourn a loss. My
prayer is that believers will comfort
the grieving by being present through
Jesus Christ, listening with a self-sacrificing heart, and encouraging them
in the faith. Whatever we do or say,
may it always reflect the Lord Jesus
Christ. H
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HOME IS WHERE
THE MINISTRY IS
By Dr. Jed N. Snyder

A

FTER having been short-termers
in Italy in 1986, Marco and Sherrie
DeFelice returned there to work as fulltime missionary church planters. They
had a passion to plant Bible-centered
churches with deep, transparent relationships. They were committed to not
compromise, whatever the cost. They
loved the people God brought into their
lives, and they were committed to model and teach about the Christian life.
They lived in Bologna for five years.
During that time, they studied Italian
while planting a church. Recognizing
significant differences in ministry philosophy, they left the mission agency
with which they had worked, but they
remained on very good terms. They then
moved to Rovigo. Over the next few
years, they had hundreds of people in
their home, usually one or two at a time,
sharing the gospel at their dinner table.
In great contrast to how quickly God
had raised up a church in Bologna, for
four long years in Rovigo, despite evangelizing hundreds of people, God did
not apparently save anyone. Whereas
in Bologna, God had taught them something of His power, in these first years at
Rovigo, God taught them to find their joy
and contentment in Christ alone. Finally,
in early 1995, God saved a couple with
whom they weekly had been studying
the Bible for nine months. Over the next
several years, God saved others. Finally,
a church was born.
Strategy: Their original goal was to
plant multiple churches. They planted
two churches, one in Bologna and one
near Rovigo. A significant part of their
ministry still is caring for the church
near Rovigo, but over the years God
has opened doors they had never
sought or considered so that a significant part of their ministry today is to
people throughout Italy.
Internet Ministry: Marco and Sherrie
never considered or desired a ministry
beyond the local churches they prayed
to plant; however, in 1997, Marco realized that it would be very easy to put
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his sermon manuscripts on a website.
He reasoned that if even fifty people
eventually found the site and were edified, it would be worth the small effort
since expository preaching is rare in
Italy. He thought that it would just be
a question of uploading sermons and
forgetting about them. He chose the
name “Aiuto Biblico” (Biblical Help),
but it took five years to find the time to
create the site. It went online in 2002.
For the first several years, the site
was extremely simple, and Marco only
uploaded sermons a few times a year,
but visits to the site grew far beyond
what he had imagined. In 2007, he
began to include audio of the sermons, which attracted a different type
of audience. In 2012, while on a trip
to the USA, he needed to prepare a
video sermon for his local church in
Italy. Not knowing how to get a large
video file to them, he decided to post
it on YouTube for them to download.
To his surprise, it was viewed by many.
He decided to continue recording and
posting videos of his sermons on a
weekly basis, as it only cost him an
hour or so of his time. He hoped people would find them useful.
He was shocked at the interest.
Gradually, more and more people were
watching the sermons. From 2012 to
mid-2018, his sermons were viewed
more than 600,000 times, with usage
increasing year by year. His sermons
are viewed thousands of times every
month. These are not just numbers;
they are real people, people hungry for
the truth of God’s Word.
What changed in their ministry is
that hundreds and hundreds of people throughout Italy and beyond, both
believers and those seeking salvation,
began to contact Marco and Sherrie. Marco typically receives dozens
of letters each month. A significant
number of them are from unbelievers
seeking help with how to be saved.
God has chosen to save numerous
people throughout Italy through the
website and as Marco has shared
Scripture with them through extended

correspondence.
Many others who contact them are
believers, often without a church. They
seek help in understanding the Bible or
in how to deal with difficult situations
of life. There are many towns in Italy
without a church. Some inquirers are
pastors and church leaders who write
seeking guidance or doctrinal help.
In addition to the many letters, in any
given week there are usually several
hours dedicated to talking with those
who telephone for help and counsel.
God has graciously allowed Marco to
help many people throughout Italy to
find a faithful church to attend where
such churches exist. Other contacts
live in areas with no church.
Italy is truly a needy mission field.
Many of those without a church in their
area depend on the weekly sermons,
along with personal correspondence
or telephone calls for pastoral care.
Many of those who correspond with
Marco strongly desire a church to be
planted where they live.
In addition to much contact by e-mail
and telephone calls over the years, numerous people have come, often from
many hours away, for a personal visit
to receive more spiritual help. Visits
usually consist of many hours a day sitting at the table and reading from open
Bibles. People who have come include
those seeking salvation, as well as
many believers seeking to grow. They
have also included numerous pastors
and church leaders who have come
for a more in-depth time of fellowship.
Marco and Sherrie are not eager to
travel, as they see the value of their local
church; but on various occasions, they
have traveled to different parts of Italy to
minister at churches that have contacted them after significant time viewing or
reading Marco’s sermons online.
In 2010, through the sermons and
extended contact, God saved a man
near Milan, three hours from where
Marco and Sherrie were. When Marco
baptized him, many friends and relatives heard the gospel, and an evangelistic Bible study was started in his
home. Marco and Sherrie went weekly
for about two-and-a-half years, and
God saved eight people. They have
been incorporated into various churches in that area.
Through website contact, Marco
and Sherrie have become very involved with one church in the
Italian-speaking region of Switzerland.
The elders of that church have asked

Marco and Sherrie DeFelice
Marco to be a point of reference for
them. There is frequent contact as
they ask doctrinal questions or seek
counsel regarding pastoral care in
difficult situations. Marco and Sherrie
have repeatedly gone to the church to
minister, and the elders have all come
and spent time in Marco and Sherrie’s
home and in the church for counsel
and times of spiritual growth.
This extensive ministry with people
all over Italy was never a desire or
goal of theirs. But through it many
have been saved, believers have been
directed to churches, and the faith of
many has been strengthened. Pastors
have been encouraged. Marco and
Sherrie realize that in their weakness,
none of this would be possible. This
was not their vision or desire. This is
simply the Lord Jesus Christ building
His church in His way.
Ongoing strategy: Marco and Sherrie desire to not just communicate
doctrine but to help shape mature
believers who can live according to
God’s Word and help others to do so.
A key part of their strategy, both in the
local church and with church leaders
with whom they work at a distance, is
to train others to be able to minister
from the Word. So, for example, when
a believer needs counselling, Marco
will spend time with a more mature believer, helping him or her to understand
the situation and the biblical principles
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that apply. He then has that believer
invest in a younger believer, and then
he follows up. These are ongoing relationships and times of training, which
have helped numerous believers to be
able to counsel and disciple others
from a solidly biblical basis.
Marco and Sherrie have been married since 1975, and their marriage
is central to their ministry. They love
sharing life and ministry together, but
at the same time they remember that
marriage is only for a season. Jesus
Christ is their treasure. Together they
share who they are in Him during the
time God gives them.
The vast majority of their ministry is
in their home, both with mealtime visits
and with people who stay with them
a few days or more. Sherrie creates a
loving and peaceful atmosphere while
Marco spends hours teaching from
the Bible. Over the years, thousands
and thousands of hours have been
spent at their kitchen table sharing
the truths of God’s Word. God has
brought hundreds of people into their
home for times of ministry. This has
included hundreds of local people for
evangelism, usually over a meal. It also
includes hundreds of guests who have
stayed for periods ranging from one
night to one year.
Many believers have come for extended periods of discipleship. These
times include countless hours togeth-

er in the Word. Guests become a part
of the family and are fully involved in
helping with the practical work required to run the home and prepare
meals. This help allows for more time
to invest in the guests. There have
been many young adult guests who
have not been accustomed to helping, so this has been an opportunity
for practical training and the forming
of character. The Christian life is not
just knowing doctrine; it is our lives
being transformed into the image of
Christ. God greatly uses the time in the
Word to impact guests. On numerous
occasions, the loving, God-centered
homelife has been used by God to
change hearts and lives.
Modeling the Christian life is greatly
used to help apply the teaching to the
hearts of the listeners. Often, guests
recognize sin in their own lives or areas
they need to grow in as they recognize
and reflect on the practical example
of the Christian life. Many times, they
receive guests who have never lived in
a home with love and order. This is far
easier to understand as they live it than
when they only hear it being described.
Of course, this kind of ministry is
extremely costly in terms of time, emotional involvement, and intensity. They
look to God for the strength to continue.
They know that the home is not a refuge
from ministry but a ministry itself. H
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COUNSELING CORNER

WEDDING
JITTERS
By Brandon Byler

Q. I am getting married soon, and I
am afraid. How can I avoid pitfalls that
often lead to divorce?
A. How exciting! Marriage is a
wonderful gift given to us from God.
Marriage can be filled with joy, excitement, and happiness; however,
as many have experienced, it can also
be filled with pain, unmet expectations, and disappointment.
While there are some important
biblical principles that you must take
to heart if you want your marriage to
be a mostly joyous experience, there
is one that rises to the top. Before
this principle is given, there must be
an understanding of why it is needed.
Every marriage has its issues. No one
person is perfect and exempt from
sin and baggage; therefore, due to
your own sinfulness, you will bring
into your marriage issues that will
cause conflict. The secret to having a
joyous marriage is not in avoiding the
inevitable conflict but in knowing and
trusting God’s design for marriage.
The biblical principle that is important for the foundation of a marriage that
leads to joy is this: God has designed
specific roles for each partner in the
marriage relationship to carry out for
their spouse’s good and God’s glory.
Paul gives a detailed explanation
of the roles of husbands and wives in
Ephesians 5:22-33. Knowing your role
in marriage is important for avoiding the
pitfalls that can lead to divorce. Men
must lovingly lead their wives, and women should respectfully submit to their
husbands. Knowing your role will help
you each to fulfill it and bring God glory.
Marriage takes work, and much
of the work involved is putting your
spouse first. Even though he may be
the leader, the husband must lead his
family with a servant’s mindset. God’s
expectation of husbands is that they
would “love their wives as their own
bodies” (vs. 28). To make selfish decisions is to miss the spirit of what is being commanded, that husbands would
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do good for their wives in a similar
way as Christ has done for the church.
Because of Christ’s work, the church
will be presented to God a “glorious
church, not having spot, or wrinkle . . .
but that it should be holy and without
blemish” (vs. 27). A husband’s job is
to love and lead his wife in such a way
that she grows to be holy and blameless before God. This does not mean
you will always be happy. It does mean
that in the end, God will receive glory
through your faithful work. When a
woman believes her husband is doing
things for her good, there is little in this
world that can deter her from following
him in joyful submission.
A woman is to submit to her husband “as unto the Lord” (vs. 22). The
emphasis in our day often boils this
down to abject, servile submission
as opposed to submission as to the
Lord. When I counsel couples, women tend to have a view of submission
that is contrary to what God intended
for women. Knuckling under, giving
in, and being a doormat are often
what come to a modern woman’s
mind when she is told to submit. It
is obvious, however, that this is not
what God has in mind for women in
Ephesians 5:22-24.
Women are to submit to their husbands in the same way the church
submits to Jesus. A church does
not submit out of obligation only. A
church submits to Jesus with joy, expectation, and hope, knowing that He
desires good for them.
What God desires for a woman is to
have her husband’s back when it comes
to supporting him. In a word, she is to
respect him. She is to be a part of the
decision-making process, and she is
to give wise and biblical counsel in the
areas where she has been gifted to help
her husband in his leadership. When a
man knows his wife has his back and is
for him, there is nothing he will not do
for her to love and protect her.
To avoid the pitfalls that can lead
to divorce, remember God’s design
for marriage. In the end, marriage
is less about being happy than it is
about bringing glory to God in your
relationship. H
Do you have a question you would
like answered? Send it to: Counseling Corner, Union Gospel Press, P.O.
Box 6059, Cleveland, Ohio 44101, or
e-mail us at theoed@uniongospel
press.com (subject line: Counseling Corner).

BOOK
REVIEWS
Butterfield, Rosaria. The Gospel Comes with
a House Key. Wheaton, Illinois: Crossway,
2018.

How is a community built where
the unbeliever may be welcomed and
where strangers can become neighbors who might become part of the
family of God?
Rosaria Butterfield’s third book is
a call to believers to overcome the
barriers that stand between them and
radically ordinary hospitality. This is
not the same as entertaining, and it
does not come with strings attached.
It involves living out the gospel in
sacrificial ways.
Through eye-opening stories and
heartrending illustrations of God moving through the simplest of Christian
acts, Butterfield gives a clear picture
of how badly both unbelievers and the
church need Christians to open their
hearts and homes to those around
them.
Schell, Kristin. The Turquoise Table. Nashville,
Tennessee: Thomas Nelson, 2017.

If Rosaria Butterfield’s book focuses
on the mission that drives Christian
hospitality, Kristin Schell’s book focuses on the nuts and bolts, including the
striking turquoise table in her front yard.
What started as a longing to slow
down and connect with her neighbors
turned into a movement, spanning
multiple states and leading to the
publication of this book. Schell writes
of two inspirations that led to this
movement: overseas trips that led to
foreign neighbors spending quality
time around tables with her, and the
story of a Christian widow in Prague
who opens her home to those who
need to talk. One turquoise picnic table in Schell’s front yard later, the rest
is history.
Schell’s approach to hospitality has
a Southern feel, resulting in an attractive book filled with planning tips and
tasty recipes intended to help keep
things simple. Though it has a frillier
approach to Christian hospitality than
Butterfield’s book, it gives the same
call to action. Where Butterfield convicts, Schell encourages. Both are
much-needed blessings. H
—Anastasia Wilson.

TIMELY TIPS FOR WORKING WITH TEENS

FAITH AND
SCIENCE:
ENEMIES OR
FRIENDS?
By James P. Eckman, Ph.D.

I

WAS recently reviewing some old articles I had filed and found in the cover
story of the 13 November 2006 issue
of Time magazine (“God vs. Science”)
a debate between Richard Dawkins, an
avowed atheist, and Francis Collins, a
Christian who converted from atheism.
Dawkins is an Emeritus Fellow of New
College at Oxford University in England.
His 2006 book, The God Delusion, attacks
faith philosophically and historically, using
the Darwinian hypothesis for its intellectual support. Francis Collins is Director of
the National Institutes of Health. At age
27, he converted from atheism to Christianity. His book The Language of God:
A Scientist Presents Evidence for Belief
was a best seller. It is an insightful debate,
especially for teens and for church leaders ministering to teens. Christians need
to know how to engage atheists when it
comes to science. This article helps frame
the debate for our teens.
First, a summary of their debate: Collins believes that science and faith are
compatible while Dawkins believes they
are not. Collins stated that “God’s existence is either true or not. But calling
it a scientific question implies that the
tools of science can provide the answer.
From my perspective, God cannot be
completely contained within nature, and
therefore God’s existence is outside of
science’s ability to really weigh in.” He
also stated that to study science is to
“observe the majesty, the elegance, the
intricacy of God’s creation.” Dawkins
brought up the standard arguments used
since Bertrand Russell in the early 20th
century about God’s existence and its
incompatibility with science. Collins responded by stating that “I don’t think that
it is God’s purpose to make his intention
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absolutely obvious to us.” The essence
of their debate centered on whether God,
who is transcendent and outside of space
and time, has the authority and power to
accomplish His purposes without being
answerable to humans. In other words,
science can give us some answers to the
major worldview questions of life, but it
cannot give us all the answers. Dawkins
argued that he cannot accept any answer
to any question that is not scientifically
verifiable. For Dawkins, the box is closed
and there is nothing beyond the physical
world. For Collins, the box is open and
there is something beyond the physical—the God who has revealed Himself
both in nature and in His Word. (Editor’s
Note: Collins is a theistic evolutionist who
believes God used the basic pattern of
evolution for the origin and development
of life. UGP does not agree with theistic
evolution, but Collin’s arguments against
Dawkins do have value.)
Second, I believe that Christian theology is essential in the pursuit of science.
Indeed, assumptions sourced in biblical
Christianity provided the framework for
the Scientific Revolution of the 17th century. Nancy Pearcey and Charles Thaxton
argue in their book, The Soul of Science:
“Christian teachings have served as presuppositions for the scientific enterprise;
Christian teachings have sanctioned science. Christian teachings supplied motives for pursuing science (e.g., they show
the glory and wisdom of the Creator);
Christianity played a role in regulating scientific methodology. Among professional
historians, the image of warfare between
faith and science has been shattered.
Replacing it is a widespread recognition
of Christianity’s positive contributions to
modern science.”
The real conflict is not between faith

and science but between science and
naturalism, the belief that there is no
God and that only matter is eternal. For
the naturalist, life and all of its complexities are the result of randomness,
guided by the impersonal force of natural selection. Earth, life, humanity, and
everything else are cosmic accidents.
Finally, an appeal to the book of Ecclesiastes provides a biblical perspective for
this debate. King Solomon wrote the book
about 3,000 years ago, positing a thesis
of what the world would be like if there
were no God. His conclusion—“Vanity of
vanities . . . all is vanity” (12:8). If there is
no God, then nothing ultimately makes
sense. Several of Solomon’s conclusions
are peppered throughout Ecclesiastes.
First, why seek to be wise if there is
no God (1:12-18; 2:12-17)? He compares the fool and the wise man. Intuitively, it seems far better to be wise
and not foolish. But both have the
same fate—death. So, why be wise?
Second, he suggests that working
hard to save and invest makes no sense
if there is no God. Why be so wise with
wealth, for when I die, my children will get
my wealth, and they are foolish. Would
it not be better to simply eat, drink, and
be merry (2:18-26)? Solomon probes
the whole matter of physical work, for it
makes no sense if there is no God.
Third, he brings his argument to an end
in 12:13-14: “The conclusion of the whole
matter: Fear God, and keep his commandments: for this is the whole duty
of man. For God shall bring every work
into judgment, with every secret thing,
whether it be good, or whether it be evil.”
There is a transcendent God who exists
and has revealed Himself. That revelation
is sufficient for life and for salvation. To
worship God and to obey Him brings
meaning and purpose to life. Further, He
holds everyone accountable; there is an
eternal significance to all things.
Curiously, today there is a resurgence
of atheism, often called the New Atheism.
Their major belief is that we are on our
own, for there is no God. They suggest
that we all band together and hope and
work for the best. However, the human capacity to reflect and to engage
in abstract thought has produced some
uncomfortable truths. For instance, we
know that we and everybody we care
about will age, become frail, and die. We
recognize that life is uncertain. We understand that pain and sorrow are part of our
destiny. What is the point of it all? Naturalistic science provides no answer; only
genuine, biblical Christianity does. H
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NOAH’S ARK

THE GALÁPAGOS TORTOISE
By Kelly Hawver

W

HAT is 450 pounds, five feet long,
and travels twenty feet per minute? A giant tortoise! These shelled
reptiles are found on the Galápagos
Islands, a cluster of islands that are
one thousand miles west of the coast
of Ecuador, South America.
There are ten varieties of giant tortoises that live on the islands, and they
are divided into two basic types based
on the shapes of their shells. The first
group have dome-shaped shells. They
live on islands that are more tropical.
The second group of tortoises have
shells with a notch above the neck,
making their shells look like saddles.
The curved area of the shell allows
the tortoise to stretch its neck up to
reach leaves on trees or shrubs. The
saddle-shelled tortoises live on islands
that are more desert-like.
A tortoise’s shell is made of bone
and is a part of its body. The shell is
connected to its ribs and grows as the
tortoise grows. The shell is not solid—
that would be too heavy for it to carry.
The shell has small chambers that look
like a honeycomb. These chambers
are full of air. Also, the dome of the
shell is where the tortoise’s lungs are.
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The shell provides the tortoise with
protection. When in danger, a tortoise
will let out a hiss and pull its head and
limbs into its shell. The hiss is not a
noise it makes in defense to scare
away the threat. It is the sound of the
tortoise exhaling air from its lungs to
make room for its head and limbs to
retreat into its shell.
Size is not the only thing that is large
for these tortoises. They also have an
extra-long life span. In the wild, they live
over 100 years. Some have been thought
to be 150 to 170 years old. Imagine,
some of the tortoises alive today were
alive when Babe Ruth was hitting home
runs for the New York Yankees!
You may wonder what such an enormous creature does all day. They do a
whole lot of nothing. A giant tortoise
will sleep or rest sixteen hours a day.
When it is not sleeping, it is eating.
It will eat grasses, fruit, and cactus
leaves, depending on the plants available on each island.
Tortoises also drink a large amount
of water, storing it for months at a
time. God made them that way so that
they can survive during the dry times
of year or if there is a long drought.
Tortoises have been known to survive
a year without food or water. Sadly,

this amazing ability was also a reason
why over 200,000 were killed by sailors
from whaling vessels a few centuries
ago. Sailors loaded tortoises onto their
ships to have fresh meat during long
voyages when other types of food
would have spoiled.
The people who live on the Galapagos Islands hear the sound of the male
tortoise only during mating season;
otherwise, the tortoises do not make
any noise. Even when two are fighting,
it is a mostly silent battle. The tortoise
that can raise its head higher than the
other is deemed the winner.
A female tortoise will dig a twelveinch hole in the sand to make a nest.
After laying up to sixteen hard-shelled,
tennis-ball-sized eggs, she covers the
nest with sand and never returns. Once
the babies hatch, they dig their way to
the surface and are on their own for survival. This early stage through the age
of ten is when they are most likely to be
killed. Adult tortoises have no predators
except humans.
Giant tortoises are truly an amazing
display of our creative God’s awesome
imagination. What do you think? Why
not write in and tell me about it? Send
an e-mail to theoed@uniongospelpress.
com (subject line: Noah’s Ark). H

WIT AND WISDOM
“It isn’t the rooster’s early rising that
makes him unpopular; it is his continual
talking about it.”
***
“Generally, a man is about as big
as the thing it takes to make him
angry.”
***
“The lazier a man is, the more he
intends to do tomorrow.”
***
“If you don’t get everything you
want, think of the things you don’t get
that you don’t want.”
***

“A smile is a curve that can set a lot
of things straight.”
***
“The secret of longevity is deep
breathing—as long as you can keep it
up for 80 or 90 years.”
***
Laurence J. Peter (1919-1990):
“Middle age is when we can do just
as much as ever but would rather not.”
***
Mark Twain (1835-1910): “When I
was younger I could remember anything, whether it had happened or not.”
***

CARTOONS

QUOTE-ABLES

WORTHY
OF WORK
Edmund Burke (1729-1797): “Never despair, but if you do, work on in
despair.”
***
Corrie ten Boom (1892-1983):
“Don’t bother to give God instructions;
just report for duty.”
***
Helen Keller (1880-1968): “I long
to accomplish a great and noble task,
but it is my chief duty and joy to accomplish humble tasks as though they
were great and noble.”
***
George H. Morrison (1866-1928):
“Be good and true; be patient; be
undaunted. Leave your usefulness to
God to estimate. He will see to it that
you do not live in vain.”
***
Alexander Maclaren (1826-1910):
“The first, second, and third requisite
for our work is personal godliness.”
***
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George MacDonald (1824-1905):
“In whatever man does without God,
he must fail miserably, or succeed
more miserably.”

“Remember, in every lease the big
print giveth and the small print taketh
away.”
***
“A radical is anyone whose opinions
differ radically from mine.”
* * **
Josh Billings (1818-1885): “To bring
up a child in the way he should go, travel that way yourself once in a while.”
***
“Parents spend the first part of a
child’s life urging him to walk and talk,
and the rest of his childhood making
him sit down and be quiet.” H
—Compiled by Donna Poole.

***
G. Campbell Morgan (1863-1945):
“The worker for God must never touch
God’s work in the strength of any false
stimulant. To attempt God’s work under the stimulus of passion for fame,
or desire for notoriety, is to burn false
fire on the altar.”
***
Charles Spurgeon (1834-1892):
“The Christian should work as if all
depended on him, and pray as if it all
depended on God.”
***
Martin Luther (1483-1546): “Tomorrow I plan to work, work, from
early until late. In fact, I have so much
to do that I shall spend the first three
hours in prayer.”
***
Elisabeth Elliot (1926-2015): “Work
is a blessing. God has so arranged
the world that work is necessary, and
He gives us hands and strength to do
it. The enjoyment of leisure would be
nothing if we had only leisure. ”
***
James Hudson Taylor (1832-1905):
“I used to ask God to help me. Then I
asked if I might help him. I ended up by
asking him to do his work through me.”
***
Florence Nightingale (1820-1910):
“The very vastness of the work raises
one’s thoughts to God, as the only one
by whom it can be done. That is the
solid comfort—he knows.” H
—Compiled by Donna Poole.
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FAMILY LIFE

BUILDING A
STRONG FAMILY

By Jane Landreth

A STARTING PLACE

P

The Bible gives a command to parents that is found in Deuteronomy 6:4,
6-7: “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God
is one Lord . . . And these words, which
I command thee this day, shall be in
thine heart: and thou shalt teach them
diligently unto thy children, and shalt
talk of them when thou sittest in thine
house, and when thou walkest by the
way, and when thou liest down, and
when thou risest up.” These words I
kept hearing as I assumed the responsibility of working with children in the
church where God had led us when we
moved to Kansas. In working with the
children in several areas of the church,
I found that many of them did not
have sufficient Bible learning. I knew
that it was important for parents to
teach their children first, before church
teaching. So what was I to do?
Since I am the author of several
books for Christian families, I felt God
urging me to give a copy of one of my
books to the families of children in our
church. On a designated Sunday, we
had a special time of prayer with the
parents and children. As I gave out the

ARENTS have been blessed with
a great responsibility of nurturing
their children into people of faith. We
also know the front line of this great
responsibility is within the walls of the
home. Even though the church may
spend a great amount of time with our
children in Christian development, the
church can never replace what the
family is able to impart.
Children grow up in an unstable
world of constantly changing global
events and social values. They need a
strong personal sense of confidence
and peace. True knowledge of God
and His unchanging world can provide
a vital sense of security and peace for
the child and for parents also.
Family devotions are a great way
to encourage parents and teach children about the importance of studying
God’s Word. With each stage of your
child’s life, there are new issues and
new worries. Instead of trying to follow
what the world tells you to do, take your
family before the Lord in prayer and
study what the Bible tells parents to do!
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book to each family, I challenged them
to read a Bible story each day or night
with their children. There were many
grandparents who also wanted a book
for their grandchildren, so I ended up
giving out more books. At the end of
the sixty-one days (the number of stories in the book), I found that only one
family had read a story every night to
their children. Some had read much of
the book. I was not discouraged. At
least it was a start!
During this time, I visited in the
homes of the children and encouraged
each family to continue, or to start,
a family time together. Interestingly
enough, I had read about a secular
study showing that a family spending
at least two times a week at a meal
together cut at-risk behavior by ninety-nine percent. If this was correct,
then how much more effective would
having family devotions be! Studying
about God and faith with your child
makes sense emotionally, spiritually,
and eternally. I encouraged the spiritual leader of the family, which should
be the dad, to be a partner in nurturing
Bible study and prayer.
I was encouraged as I heard from
many families who had taken a book.
One grandmother, who was raising
her granddaughter, told about starting a devotional time with her granddaughter. The granddaughter did not
feel good about herself; her mother
had abandoned her. The grandmother
included reading from the Bible and
other Christian literature. “Starting
and ending the day together in Bible
study has helped her attitude,” said
the grandmother.
Another grandmother reported that
she sent her four-year-old grandson a
book in the mail. The grandson was
excited to listen to the Bible stories,
especially the one about David and
Goliath. While on a weekend trip, the
grandson asked his mother to read
a Bible story. His mother replied that
they had not brought the book. “Oh
yes, we did,” the boy replied, getting

the book out of the suitcase. Later,
that family got back into church. A little
child had led them!
Other families told how family devotions were bringing them together
as they studied the Bible and read a
story from the book. One family with
small children said that reading the
Bible stories and having prayer made
bedtime much calmer for the children.
There were a couple of families who
were expecting a child. I encouraged
them to read a Bible story to the unborn child. Studies have shown that
unborn babies have an awareness of
what is happening around them.

AGE-APPROPRIATE
MATERIALS
Not all good things continue, as I
found out with the family devotions.
Although some families continued with
the devotional time, many forgot once
they had finished the Bible storybook.
I wondered how I could encourage
them once again.
God laid on my heart to write a
booklet each month to give to the
families and grandparents to help
encourage family devotional time.
My booklet consisted of a month of
Bible-themed stories that young children could read. I told where the story
was found in the Bible so it could
be read from the Scriptures by older
children or parents. I placed a short
prayer and an activity at the end of the
story. Sometimes the activity was to
sing a song, act out the story, or discuss questions that I included. I made
some activities for young children and
some for older children. I included a
weekly memory verse for the family
to learn together. Later, I incorporated
places to find videos for the children
to enjoy. I encouraged parents to take
advantage of “teachable moments”
throughout the day as they talked
about what they had read and experienced during the day.
As a writer, I could do this with my
own family, but I know this is not something that can be done in each family
or church. Some of the things I put in
the booklet could be done during each
devotional time, such as learning a
Bible verse, reading a story from the
Bible, and having prayer.
There are many good Bible storybooks and devotionals on the market.
Finding one that will fit your family
takes time. It needs to capture interest
and be age-appropriate for your chilSPRING QUARTER 2020

dren. Sometimes it is difficult because
of the different ages of the children in
the family. A young child and a teenager are so much different in understanding. But it is important to “train
up a child in the way he should go: and
when he is old, he will not depart from
it” (Prov. 22:6).
For any age, it is important to keep
the time of devotions short. About five
to fifteen minutes is a good time limit
for young children. If you use activities
along with reading a story or passage,
the length could be longer. If teens
are involved, give them a special part
to do. Encourage teens to talk about
problems they might have in school.
One family decided to add an activity of fun, such as an object lesson that
gives spiritual training. They learned a
Bible verse also. Because of the age
of the children, they would have had
difficulty sitting still and listening. They
did not understand what was being
read when they read through the Bible
from Genesis to Revelation. With the
object lesson, there was movement in
the family circle. Teens could help with
this type of activity.
Keep the devotional time a time of
joy. It should not be boring. “Thou wilt
shew me the path of life: in thy presence is fulness of joy; at thy right hand
there are pleasures for evermore” (Ps.
16:11).

FINDING TIME
I looked forward to visiting each family at the end of each month, whether
it was a home visit or just in passing at
church, to see how the family time was
progressing. It was not all positive, but
I kept encouraging each family to get
started or to try again.
Finding the time to have devotionals
seemed to be the biggest hindrance
for families, especially with children
and teens in school. I encouraged the
families to just keep trying, even if they
only did family devotions once or twice
a week. I remembered the statement
I used earlier: a family spending time
together at least two times a week cut
the at-risk behavior. Families learned
that the more times they found to have
devotions, the more it became a habit
and soon the family looked forward
to it.
One family with school-age children
found a solution. At 9 o’clock each
evening, when they were home together, they stopped what they were
doing—homework, phone calls, read-

ing, or whatever else they were doing—and had cookies and hot chocolate. They would talk about the events
that had taken place that day. They
also helped one another with issues
at school or with peers. They ended
the time with Bible reading and prayer,
thanking God for their family.
Much of the time it is just a matter of
rearranging things to make devotions
a part of the family schedule. Some
found morning more convenient to
have them while others found evening, just before bedtime, better. Television, sports, meetings, busyness of
life, lack of discipline, lack of material,
or the fear of starting something new
stand in the way of having family devotions.
Setting goals, even if it is only one
time a week, is a start; then build up
the time—two, three, or more days or
nights when there is time. Try to make
it consistent so that it will become a
habit. “In the fear of the Lord is strong
confidence: and his children shall
have a place of refuge” (Prov. 14:26).

WHY HAVE A DEVOTIONAL
TIME
We live in an age of fractured families and hectic schedules. It is important that Christian families be deeply
rooted in Christ and His Word. Church
and Sunday school are essential, but
Christianity must be lived in the home.
Christ must be the center of our lives
at home, church, school, work, and
playtime.
Devotional time will enhance family
unity and strengthen relationships. It
will help the family stay close to the
Lord and allows time to express joys,
thankfulness, fears, or even struggles.
It will allow time to hear what the Lord
is saying to the family. It is a time to
celebrate God’s blessing to us.
There is not a magic formula for
building a strong Christian home.
Christian families through the years
have struggled but found joy, strength,
and guidance through making time for
prayer and reading the Bible daily.
If you have not already established
family devotions, make them a part
of your home so that as a family, you
may do as II Peter 3:18 says: “Grow
in grace, and in the knowledge of our
Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. To him
be glory both now and for ever. Amen.”
The effect on your children will be
long-lasting. H
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CHRISTIAN EDUCATION

HOW TO PRESENT A
CHILDREN’S BIBLE LESSON
By Ashley Waggoner

T

HE Bible says, “And daily in the
temple, and in every house, they
ceased not to teach and preach Jesus
Christ” (Acts 5:42). This verse is referring to the apostles. They had incredible faith! They continued to preach
and teach about Jesus Christ despite
rejection and persecution. These leaders in the faith set a wonderful example
for us.
As a children’s teacher, you have
been given the exciting opportunity to
teach God’s truth to young hearts. For
some of you, interacting with children
comes naturally. For others, it may seem
more difficult. Whether you are a veteran
teacher or a first-time teacher, you never stop learning! The best thing to do
before you enter a classroom is to pray.
Even though you may see your children
only once a week, you can still pray for
them. In many situations, we do not
know the background of the children we
will be teaching. Have they ever been to
church? What is it like at home? We may
not know those answers, but we know
that Christ commands us to love others
just as He loves us (John 13:34).
Structure in a children’s classroom is
essential. The children’s teacher should
be ready for whatever activity comes
next in the lesson. Any free time in a lesson when there is silence or scrambling
for the next activity is idle time.
It is very important to thoroughly
study the lesson until you have a personal understanding of the subject
matter. As you prepare to teach your
lesson, note that narrative portions
of Scripture (the account of Daniel in
the den of lions) are generally easier
for children to grasp than the Bible’s
abstract portions (prophecies in the
Old Testament books and instructions
to the church in the New Testament
epistles). The following is an example
of a simple lesson that includes preparation steps, how to deliver a lesson,
and tips on how to reach the young
hearts in your care.
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LESSON: Noah’s Ark
Bible Passage: Genesis 6—9
Pray: Always begin your lesson with
prayer. You may ask for requests (keep
it short and simple) and even have the
children pray if they are comfortable.
Worship through music: Have a
CD ready with Bible songs. Creating
hand motions for little ones not only
adds variety but will keep them engaged. Children love when their teacher gets involved!
Review: Discuss the lesson from
the previous week by talking through
the main points. Acting out portions of
the lesson for older children will help
them remember what was taught. Any
Scripture memory verses or passages
can be reviewed at this time.
The lesson: When you tell the story
of Noah’s Ark, use enthusiasm and
inflection in your voice. Remember
that you are reaching young hearts for
the Lord. Children who are listening to
a story with no effort on your part will
lose interest. Seek God’s guidance.
As you study Genesis 6 through 9,
ask the Lord to show you what the
children in your class need to hear.
All children have different needs, and
each class has a variety of personalities. You may need to modify a lesson
in certain places if you have a rambunctious class or a class that needs
more interaction.
Point out that even though Noah
was a righteous man, he was not perfect; only God is perfect. Also note
how obedient Noah was to God’s
instructions despite the unkind words
from those who did not believe that a
flood was coming.
You will need to remember your
audience. For example, if you are
teaching younger children, you do not
need to go into detail of how gruesome the flood really was (i.e. people
and animals suffering and drowning).
However, you do want to shed light on
the fact that those who did not listen
to Noah waited too long to change

their minds about entering the ark
(cf. II Pet. 2:5). Older children will
be interested in some details of the
story, such as the way the ark was
built. There was enough room for all
the animals and Noah’s family. It was
not a little boat! There was food and
water for everyone. Can you imagine
the responsibility of cleaning after all
those animals?
Talk/activity: After the lesson, have
time to talk about it with the children,
answering any questions they may
have. Be ready for some tricky ones!
Complete your class time with an activity and/or craft. I have found that
the fewer children you have in your
class, the more likely you will finish
early. Having a few activities and/or
crafts can be fun for review and also
fill in some extra time. An example of
a simple craft could be made using
construction paper, plastic wrap, aluminum foil, markers/crayons, scissors,
and a glue stick or clear glue.
Craft steps:
1. Have each of your students draw
on construction paper an ark with “water” (white crayon) underneath. Older
children may enjoy drawing their ark
on a separate sheet of paper and then
cutting it out and gluing it onto the
construction paper.
2. Glue plastic wrap onto the water
to create a 3-D effect.
3. For older children, have them cut
out bolts of lightning from aluminum
foil. If you teach younger children, you
may need to complete this step while
preparing for the lesson.
4. Complete the picture with rain
drawn with white crayon.
If you still have a little extra time,
sing a few more songs or have children
take turns guessing the sound of an
animal. As you wrap up your time with
the children, pray with them.
Always be sure to thank the Lord
that children came to church and that
you can teach them God’s truth. H

FOUR EFFECTIVE
WAYS TO GROW IN
BIBLE KNOWLEDGE
By Lyle E. Bearss

A

CTS 2:42 describes how the first
Christian church grew in their faith:
they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching, fellowship, the breaking
of bread, and prayer. The foundational
discipline for growth for a disciple of
Jesus Christ is to devote oneself to the
apostles’ teachings in the Scriptures.
There are four effective ways to grow
in our knowledge of the Bible.
The first way is to read God’s Word.
Paul instructed Timothy about this
step in I Timothy 4:13: “Till I come, give
attendance to reading, to exhortation,
to doctrine.” Paul’s first instruction to
Timothy was to “give attendance to
reading,” to read the Scriptures in
worship services. For instance, in Acts
13:15 we read, “And after the reading
of the law and the prophets the rulers
of the synagogue sent unto them, saying, Ye men and brethren, if ye have
any word of exhortation for the people,
say on.” The public reading of Scripture was one of the most important
parts of their worship time together.
This is how they learned the Word of
God in those days. Now, in our day,
we have a variety of ways to read the
Scriptures. We no longer need to wait
for the public worship times to hear
and read the Word of God, and it is
foundational to our growth in faith.
There are many daily reading guides
available for our use. Personally, I use
Robert Murray M’Cheyne’s Bible reading guideline. In his guide, you read the
Old Testament books through once a
year, and you read the Psalms and the
New Testament through twice each year.
Find a reading guide that will help you
read through the Scriptures habitually.
The next step is to develop the habit
of personal study of the Word of God.
A fitting example of this is found in
Acts 17:11: “These were more noble
than those in Thessalonica, in that they
received the word with all readiness
of mind, and searched the scriptures
SPRING QUARTER 2020

daily, whether those things were so.”
The people who heard Paul preach
in Berea studied the Word of God for
themselves to see if what Paul was
preaching was true or not.
It is only through the intense study of
God’s Word that we come to know God
the Father, Christ Jesus, the Spirit, the
gospel, and ourselves in a genuine and
truthful way. It is through the study of
God’s Word that we protect ourselves
against false teaching and error.
When you study the Scriptures, you
should first study it for yourself. Second, it is important that you join a
group to study the Bible corporately.
A group Bible study will help you learn
from other people’s study of the Scriptures and protect you from self-error.
An informative book to start your
personal study is the Gospel of Mark.
It is the easiest and shortest of the
Gospels, and it gives you a good overview of Jesus and His ministry. Then
perhaps move on to I John and then
Romans. Next, move on to the Old
Testament, perhaps with a study of
Genesis or the Psalms.
Now, let’s deal with the third step in
our growth in the Scriptures. This is
the discipline of Scriptural memorization. Why is Scripture memorization so
important for Christians? Think about
how Jesus confronted the temptations
of Satan in Matthew 4:1-11. Each
time the enemy thrust a temptation
at Jesus, He simply answered them
with the sword of the Spirit, the Word
of God. It was memorization of the
Scriptures (all from Deuteronomy) that
aided Jesus in His spiritual battle with
the devil.
Proverbs 22:17-19 gives us three
reasons why we should memorize the
Scriptures: “Bow down thine ear, and
hear the words of the wise, and apply
thine heart unto my knowledge. For it
is a pleasant thing if thou keep them
within thee; they shall withal be fitted
in thy lips. That thy trust may be in the
Lord, I have made known to thee this

day, even to thee.” Why should we
memorize Scripture? First, because it
will produce a pleasant life. Second,
because it will allow us to be ready with
an answer when needed. And third, so
that our trust will be in the Lord alone.
There are five tips that are useful in
developing a life of Scripture memorization. First, write out the verses on a
sheet of paper or index card. Second,
draw picture reminders to trigger your
memory of key words in the verses.
Third, memorize the verses perfectly,
word for word with each reference.
Fourth, find someone who will hold
you accountable for your memory work
and will review verses with you. And
fifth, every day review some of the
verses you have memorized and meditate on them.
The fourth way of growing in our
knowledge of God’s Word is through
meditation. Joshua 1:8 contains God’s
command to Joshua concerning the
book of the law that God’s people had at
the time: “This book of the law shall not
depart out of thy mouth; but thou shalt
meditate therein day and night, that thou
mayest observe to do according to all
that is written therein: for then thou shalt
make thy way prosperous, and then
thou shalt have good success.”
Meditation is both commanded by
God and modeled throughout Scripture. Meditation may be defined as
deep thinking on the truths and spiritual realities revealed in Scripture for understanding, application, and prayer.
Romans 12:2 tells us, “And be not
conformed to this world: but be ye
transformed by the renewing of your
mind, that ye may prove what is that
good, and acceptable, and perfect, will
of God.” When we meditate upon the
Word of God, our minds are renewed,
and we are transformed in our thinking
so that we know the will of God and
that it is good, acceptable, and perfect.
What do you think it means to meditate on God’s Word throughout the day
and night? True success is promised
to those who meditate on God’s Word
and who think deeply on Scripture, not
just at one time each day but at moments throughout the day and night.
When we discipline ourselves and
begin to develop these four effective
ways of growing in our faith, we open
ourselves up to the spiritual work of
the Holy Spirit. We learn to know God
the Father and love Christ Jesus. So
read, study, memorize, and meditate
daily on God’s Word. H
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THE PASTOR’S STUDY

THE POWER OF
CHRIST-CENTERED
PREACHING
By Kenneth E. Ware, M.Div.

W

ITHIN the hearts of God’s people
is a deep desire to hear, know,
and understand the Word of God.
Christ-centered preaching is expected
of all who are called by God to proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ (cf.
II Tim. 4:2). An example that serves
well as a model for Christ-centered
preaching can actually be found in the
Old Testament.
In Nehemiah 8 and 9, God-centered
preaching is on public display. The
effects of this kind of preaching are
powerful. If the pastor is gifted by the
Holy Spirit, and the hearts of God’s
people are truly prepared to worship
Him, worship, obedience, conviction,
confession of sins, true repentance,
separation from worldliness, rejoicing,
and perhaps even some tears will be
the outcome.
THE RECIPIENTS OF CHRISTCENTERED PREACHING
(Neh. 8:1-2)
After fifty-two days of rebuilding
the walls of Jerusalem and the return
of the Jews to the holy city, a revival
awaited them. When Ezra first arrived
in Jerusalem, the moral and spiritual
condition of Israel was decimated (cf.
Ezra 9:1-4; 10:2, 10). Longing for a
word from the Lord, the hearts of the
people of God were in a position to be
spiritually rebuilt. The phrase “all the
people” occurs eleven times throughout Nehemiah 8. As a unified assembly
who gathered together in front of the
Water Gate, they were ready to hear
from God.
It was the people of God who asked
Ezra to “bring the book of the law of
Moses” (Neh. 8:1). The pastor’s ultimate role is to “bring the book.” Not
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only does that mean that he must carry
a Bible into the pulpit with him each
time he presents God’s Word, but he
must also exegete the truth in such a
way that people will know that they
have heard from God. Ezra was both a
scribe and a priest. Not only was he responsible for interceding for the Jews
as a priest, but he also had the task of
instructing them as a scribe. Likewise,
the responsibility of every Christian
pastor is to intercede for the people of
God and to instruct them in His Word.
Through the ministry of both prayer
and preaching does the man of God
fulfill his calling. Just as the children of
Israel were gathered together to hear
the book of the Law read and explained
to them, saints of God assemble weekly to hearken unto the Word of God.
In his last epistle, the Apostle Paul
charged Timothy to “preach the word”
(II Tim. 4:2). The pulpit is not to be used
to express one’s own ideas or opinions
instead what God’s Word says.
The man of God is to “bring the book
of the law” (cf. Neh. 8:1). This means
to proclaim the Word of God, no more
or less, to all mankind. Christ-centered
teaching and preaching is used by the
Spirit of God to transform lives for the
glory of God. Ezra’s primary purpose in
going back to Jerusalem was to teach
God’s Law to the Jews (cf. Ezra 7:6,
10-12, 21). Pastor, your main reason
for meeting with God’s people every
week is to preach and teach the truth
of His Word with authority.
It was Warren Wiersbe who once
said, “When the child of God looks into
the Word of God and sees the Son of
God, he or she is transformed by the
Spirit of God into the image of God for
the glory of God” (The Wiersbe Bible
Commentary: Old Testament, David C.
Cook). The Apostle Paul asserts that

we all are being transformed by the
Spirit into the image of Christ (II Cor.
3:18). It is through the preaching of the
gospel that sinners are converted and
saints are transformed (cf. Rom. 1:16;
10:17; 12:2; I Cor. 1:18). When Ezra’s
assistants, with the Levites, explained
the book of the Law to the people,
they received it with broken and contrite hearts. When the minister lifts
up Christ in his messages, Christ will
draw the broken and contrite hearts of
men to Himself (cf. John 12:32).
THE REACTION TO CHRISTCENTERED PREACHING
(Neh. 8:3-7)
Similar to many worship services
today, the assembly at the Water Gate
included a wooden pulpit and podium,
the book of the Law, a unified congregation, leadership, proclamation,
and responses to the proclamation
of Scripture. A shepherd is needed
to help sheep find food, water, and to
also provide protection. The one who
preaches and feeds God’s people
should likewise be careful to provide
the utmost care (cf. Jer. 3:15).
Four rhetorical questions can be
found in the tenth chapter of Paul’s
letter to the saints in Rome. The questions are paraphrased as follows: 1)
How will people call on Jesus Christ if
they have not believed in Him? 2) How
will they believe in Him whom they
have not heard? 3) How will people
hear without a preacher? and 4) How
will they preach unless they are sent?
(vss. 14-15). Whether a missionary to
India, an evangelist of the good news,
or a Christian minister or pastor of a
local church, the man of God must
constantly consider these questions
throughout his preaching ministry.
If Christ is preached, there should

be a proper response to the proclaimed Word of God. As Ezra stood
at the podium in front of the Water
Gate and opened the book of the Law
in their presence, all the people stood
up in expectant reverence. People of
God expect to hear the Word of God
from the pulpit. There may be medical
professionals in your congregation,
educators, businessmen and women,
bankers, politicians, attorneys, athletes, blue-collar employees, singles,
married couples, parents, children,
convicted felons, or even homeless
individuals; but when they come to
the house of the Lord, they want to
both hear and understand what God’s
Word says through sound, biblical
preaching.
It is imperative for the minister to
know that he alone cannot make people understand the Scriptures. He is
merely an instrument of understanding. It is ultimately Christ who unlocks the mind and opens the heart
to understand the Scriptures (cf. Luke
24:45; Eph. 1:17-18). It is the role of
the Holy Spirit to illumine the mind of
the saints of God (cf. I Cor. 2:13-16).
In response to the reading of God’s
Word, all the people agreed with what
they heard by saying, “Amen, Amen”
while lifting up their hands (Neh. 8:6).
Next, true worship took place as they
got down on their knees and bowed
low with their faces to the ground.
Finally, they remained in their places
from morning until evening while the
leaders of the congregation, including
the Levites, explained to them what
Ezra read.
Having been in captivity for seven
decades with no one to declare the
Word of the Lord to them, Israel was
eager to hear a message from God.
When Christ-centered teaching and
preaching takes place, captives will
be set free from the bondage of sin. In
other words, when Christ is both at the
center of the people’s hearts and at the
core of the preacher’s homily, lives will
be transformed for the glory of God.
THE REASON FOR CHRISTCENTERED PREACHING (Neh. 8:8)
With thirty to fifty thousand spiritually impoverished people standing
around in groups listening to the reading of God’s Word, Ezra’s assistants
helped the people to get the sense of
what the Law was saying. They helped
the people to gain an understanding of
the Law that they had not had before.
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The man of God must be careful to
guard against preaching meaningless,
mundane messages. The sermons
must be God-dependent, Christ-filled,
and Holy Spirit-guided. As a result,
a sweet-smelling fragrance will ascend to the Father in heaven, which is
pleasing to His nostrils (cf. II Cor. 2:15).
One of the worst things a minister can
do is preach a lifeless sermon. This is
prone to happen when the focus of the
preacher’s message shifts from being
Christ-centered to being man-centered. Heralds of the good news of
Jesus Christ must never forget that it
is all about God being glorified.
People need to understand the message before they can apply the message. Therefore, it is the preacher’s
responsibility to proclaim the truth of
God’s Word in such a way that people
can grasp the meaning of what they
are reading (Neh. 8:8, 12-13). However,
the preacher must first be Christ-centered himself if his message is to be
Christ-centered. Jesus Christ must be
his first love. In order to proclaim the
passion of Christ, a wayward messenger must first reclaim his passion for
Christ.
Jesus Christ must be the quintessential theme of every sermon and the
nucleus of every sermon illustration in
order for the message to have clarity
and depth of meaning.
THE RESULT OF CHRISTCENTERED PREACHING
(Neh. 8:9—9:5)
Far surpassing Ezra, who was both
a scribe (an expert and teacher of
God’s Word) and a priest (a minister
and a representative of God), Jesus
Christ is the foremost Expert of the
Law as well as the One who fulfilled it.
He is the exact, visible representation
of God (Col. 1:15). He is “a great high
priest” (Heb. 4:14) who intercedes for
His people (7:25). Ezra made a hearty
commitment to study, practice, and
teach the Law of God in Israel (Ezra
7:10); consequently, the children of
Israel responded to the reading and
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exposition of the Scriptures with repentance and faith.
You see, those who teach God’s
Word must first be students of His
Word (cf. II Tim. 2:15). Those who
preach God’s Word must always seek
the approval of God rather than the
applause of men. The pastor is accountable to God (cf. II Cor. 5:10; Jas.
3:1). As the messenger prepares for
a sermon, he must become a skilled
surgeon, using as many hermeneutical
tools as are necessary in order to give
a clear and accurate presentation of
the gospel narrative. Spiritualizing and
eisegeting, or reading into, the Scriptures are prohibited. It is an offense
against God to impose one’s own
ideas or thoughts onto the text. Scripture is not given to indulge anyone’s
personal preferences (cf. II Pet. 1:21).
All the people wept as the Levites
taught the Law of God in love. It was
biblical correction that led to spiritual
conviction. The spiritual conviction
led to a humble confession. The humble confession led to a worshipful
celebration. People may weep (cf.
Neh. 8:9), celebrate (cf. vss. 12, 18),
hold revival meetings (cf. vs. 15), obey
the Scriptures (cf. vs. 16), rejoice (cf.
vs. 17), fast and repent (cf. 9:1-2),
separate from worldliness (cf. vs. 2),
read their Bibles daily (cf. 8:18; 9:3),
confess their sins (cf. 9:2-3), worship
God (cf. vs. 3), cry (cf. vs. 4), or even
bless the Lord (cf. vs. 5). However,
many times the messenger will not
see outward results at the conclusion
of a sermon. That does not mean he
did a poor job of delivering the message. God is not only concerned with
outward results. Outward results can
be either authentic or artificial expressions. The minister must always remember the words of our Lord to the
Prophet Samuel, “For man looketh on
the outward appearance, but the Lord
looketh on the heart” (I Sam. 16:7).
Keep in mind that the minister is like
a hardworking farmer (cf. II Tim. 2:6)
and the seed is the Word of God (cf.
Luke 8:11), yet it is God who gives the
increase (I Cor. 3:6-8).
To make Christ known to men, women, boys, and girls is the main goal of
those who labor diligently in His Word
(cf. Phil. 3:10). All other preaching
is futile gibberish. From the words
of the least of the apostles, “But we
preach Christ crucified, unto the Jews
a stumblingblock, and unto the Greeks
foolishness” (I Cor. 1:23). H
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