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EVEN though they have been the 
 subject of debate and controversy 

all over the world, nativity scenes have 
been a standard part of Christmas cel-
ebrations and worship for centuries. 
They have been presented with live 
humans and animals or with sculpted 
or carved figures to bring praise for the 
birth of the Christ Child. 

According to historians, the first 
nativity scene was staged in 1223 
with live participants in a cave in Gre-
cio, Italy. The idea for the display has 
been credited to Francis of Assisi. It 
is believed that he was inspired by 
a visit to the historical birthplace of  
Jesus while on a pilgrimage to the Holy 
Land. He wanted to draw attention 
to Jesus Christ and away from the 
materialism and greed prevailing at 
the time. 

The concept was greatly popular, 
and it was not long before reenact-
ments of the nativity spread through-

out the Christian world. Over time, 
different countries developed their 
own nativity scene traditions. They are 
presented in such places as churches, 
schools, and malls.  

In some places, statues replace 
live participants, and in some cases 
the scenes are very elaborate. Some 
countries include actors who play 
Joseph and Mary going door to door, 
seeking a place to stay because they 
cannot find room in the inn. Live an-
imals have been included in many 
scenes, sometimes with unusual crea-
tures such as dogs, cats, kangaroos, 
koalas, and elephants. 

Typically, those who come to wor-
ship the Baby are depicted by what 
we read in the Bible—angels, shep-
herds, and kings. But sometimes the 
portrayal of worshipers borders on the 
ridiculous with celebrities and world 
leaders (portrayed by actors) joining 
the biblical cast. 

Still others, in an attempt to present 
His humble birth, are not as extrava-
gant. Children in Sunday schools put 
on beards, costumes, wings, and ha-
los. Live nativities are still presented in 
temporary shelters, erected to portray 
the shabby conditions in which He 
was born. 

Some Christians still debate the 
worthiness of such displays, and  
arguments have been made about 
whether Christmas should be celebrat-
ed. Others argue about how Christmas 
should be celebrated. Despite any 
wrangling and controversy, all Chris-
tians can agree that Jesus Christ de-
serves all honor and praise always. He 
set aside His glory to become one of 
us, to save us from sin and death. He 
is to be praised each and every day, 
and Christmas is a time when we can 
try to point the world’s attention to the 
holiday’s true intent and purpose. H

F rom the editor’s desk

Kangaroos and Koalas  
at the Manger? 

by Don Ruff

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.

 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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IF you were asked which book of 
 the Bible is most about praise, your 

answer would probably be the book of 
Psalms. After all, this particular book 
of the Bible was the ancient prayer 
and praise book of Israel. While not 
all psalms contain praise, many of 
them do. Praise, however, is scattered 
throughout the Bible. 

In the New Testament Epistles, there 
are some notable praise choruses. 
After discussing God’s plan for Israel, 
Paul burst forth in praise, declaring, 
“O the depth of the riches both of 
the wisdom and knowledge of God! 
how unsearchable are his judgments, 
and his ways past finding out!” (Rom. 
11:33). Then there is Peter’s doxology 
at the beginning of his first epistle, 
“Blessed be the God and Father of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, which according to 
his abundant mercy hath begotten us 
again unto a lively hope by the resur-
rection of Jesus Christ from the dead” 
(I Pet. 1:3). Similar examples of praise 
could be cited throughout Scripture. 
Psalm 22:3 says God inhabits the 
praise of His people. 

When thinking of praise, though, we 
may overlook the accounts of praise 
surrounding Jesus’ birth, especially in 
the Gospel of Luke. Because we often 
focus on the historical details of Jesus’ 
birth narratives, we may fail to appre-

ciate the significance of the words of 
praise offered at the time prior to and 
just after Christ was born. 

GABRIEL’S PRAISE
According to tradition, Luke was a 

Gentile from Antioch of Syria. As indi-
cated in Acts, he was a traveling com-
panion of Paul and gave us a history 
of the earliest days of the church and 
its spread throughout the first century 
Roman world. But prior to penning that 
volume, he wrote an orderly account of 
Jesus’ life (Luke 1:3). Luke himself was 
not an eyewitness to those events, but 
he relied on information from those 
who “were eyewitnesses, and minis-
ters of the word” (vs. 2). 

Were it not for Luke, we would know 
nothing about the events surround-
ing the birth of John the Baptist, the 
forerunner of Christ. Without Luke’s 
testimony, we would not know that 
John and Jesus were related to each 
other either. 

When Gabriel appeared to Zachari-
as, the father of John, this elderly man 
did not believe it was possible for him 
and Elisabeth to have a child in their 
advanced years (Luke 1:18-20). Ga-
briel nevertheless informed Zacharias 
that John would be “great in the sight 
of the Lord” (vs. 15) and that “many of 
the children of Israel shall he turn to 

the Lord their God” (vs. 16). 
Six months after John was con-

ceived (Luke 1:26), Gabriel made an-
other appearance. This time, a virgin 
named Mary received an astound-
ing announcement. As the one who 
would bear the Son of God, she was 
addressed by Gabriel as “highly fa-
voured” (vs. 28) and “blessed . . . 
among women.” 

As Gabriel uttered words of praise 
in Mary’s presence, vital information 
was given concerning the Child to 
be born. He would certainly be no 
ordinary baby, as He was declared 
to be “the Son of the Highest” (Luke 
1:32). While there are many ques-
tions concerning the incarnation, the 
bottom line is that God became flesh 
in the person of Jesus Christ (John 
1:1-3; 14). As God’s very own Son, 
Jesus revealed the Father in a unique 
manner. Consequently, to see and 
know the Son was to see and know 
the Father (8:19; 10:30; 14:9). That 
the Child was to be named Jesus 
(Luke 1:31) was certainly significant, 
as this is equivalent to the Hebrew 
name Joshua, meaning “Jehovah is 
salvation” (cf. Matt. 1:21). 

A thousand years before Christ came 
to earth, David had been promised an 
everlasting dynasty. In II Samuel 7:16 
it is written,  “And thine house and 

PRAISE for JESUS at HIS BIRTH
by John Alva Owston, D.Min.



thine kingdom shall be established for 
ever.” The beginning of the fulfillment 
of this promise was about to occur 
with the birth of Jesus. As Gabriel said, 
“The Lord God shall give unto him the 
throne of his father David: and he shall 
reign over the house of Jacob for ever; 
and of his kingdom there shall be no 
end” (Luke 1:32-33). 

MARY’S PRAISE
After being informed that her relative 

Elisabeth was with child, Mary made 
the long journey to the hill country of 
Judea to visit her. When Mary came 
into Elisabeth’s presence, however, 
John leaped in her womb and she 
praised God, saying, “Blessed art thou 
among women, and blessed is the fruit 
of thy womb” (Luke 1:42). 

This was followed by Mary’s own 
words of praise, called the Magnificat 
(Luke 1:46-55). This passage is so 
named because this is the first word 
coming from Mary’s lips in the Latin 
version of the Bible. As we examine 
this section of God’s Word, we note 
that Mary began by praising God, 
always a good way to begin a prayer. 
God alone is the One who ought to be 
magnified by His people. He alone is 
Saviour. 

As Mary continued her praise, she 
affirmed her “low estate” (Luke 1:48) 
as God’s “handmaiden.” Her humility 
before the Lord was no doubt one of 
the reasons she was selected for this 
unique mission. “Mary’s response is 
one of quiet submission. . . . it express-
es complete obedience. The slave-girl 
could not but do the will of her Master” 
(Morris, Luke, IVP). 

While other women in Scripture 
were divinely enabled to conceive, 
Mary’s situation was different. Without 
a husband’s contribution, Mary would 
bear the very Son of God. Because of 
this, future generations would call her 
blessed. 

As her doxology continued, Mary 
declared that God’s mercy is extended 
to all who fear Him (Luke 1:50). This is 
contrasted with the arrogant, who will 
be “scattered” (vs. 51). People of “low 
degree” (vs. 52) will be filled, whereas 
“the rich he hath sent empty away” (vs. 
53). Her words reiterate both what is 
taught in the Old and New Testaments, 
namely, that those who serve God will 
be blessed; those who do not will re-
main under a curse. There are obvious 
parallels with Hannah’s song after the 
birth of Samuel (cf. I Sam. 2:1-10). 

ANGELS’ AND SHEPHERDS’ 
PRAISE

Finally, the time arrived for the Mes-
siah to make His entrance among 
men. As indicated by the Prophet 
Micah, Christ would be born in Bethle-
hem, the ancestral home of King David 
(Mic. 5:2; Matt. 2:1-6). 

While Matthew emphasized that Je-
sus’ birth in Bethlehem was prophetic 
fulfillment, Luke revealed the divine-
ly-appointed secular reason Joseph 
and Mary ended up in this faraway 
village. As a means of counting people 
for taxation purposes, the emperor 
commanded the people of this re-
gion to return to their ancestral homes 
(Luke 2:1-3). Since the young couple 
were both descendants of David, they 
made their way to David’s birthplace. It 
was here that Christ was actually born. 

As is usually portrayed in Christmas 
plays and programs, Joseph and Mary 
arrived in an overcrowded city where 
lodging was scarce. But they could 
have been in Bethlehem for a while 
before Jesus was born. As Luke 2:6 
says, “While they were there, the days 
were accomplished that she should be 
delivered.” 

It was nevertheless on the night 
of Christ’s birth that the angel of the 
Lord revealed to some local shepherds 
that the Messiah had arrived. After in-
forming the shepherds of these “good 
tidings of great joy, which shall be to 
all people” (Luke 2:10), the angel was 
joined by a “multitude of the heavenly 
host” (vs. 13). As appropriate, this 
angelic army began praising God. The 
message they proclaimed was simple 
yet profound: “Glory to God in the 
highest, and on earth peace, good will 
toward men” (vs. 14).  

Informed of this great news that “a 
Saviour, which is Christ the Lord” (Luke 
2:11) had arrived, the shepherds decid-
ed to make the short journey to Bethle-
hem to “see this thing which is come to 
pass, which the Lord hath made known 
unto us” (vs. 15). While few details are 
given concerning their visit to see the 
Christ Child, it is clear what they did 
as a result of their visit. “And the shep-
herds returned, glorifying . . . God for 
all the things that they had heard and 
seen” (vs. 20). Nor did they keep this 
good news to themselves, as “they 
made known abroad the saying which 
was told them concerning this child” 
(vs. 17). In short, praise and proclama-
tion go hand in hand; it should still be 
that way among us. 

SIMEON’S AND ANNA’S PRAISE
Since Jerusalem was a few miles 

from Bethlehem, it was convenient for 
the young couple to take care of the 
necessary rituals concerning the baby 
Jesus. This included circumcision on 
the eighth day (Luke 2:21) and the pu-
rification rites on the fortieth day (vs. 
22). This also indicates that they did 
not immediately flee for Egypt, as they 
were soon to do (Matt. 2:13-15). 

In Jerusalem, there was a man 
named Simeon, presumably elderly, 
to whom it had been revealed that he 
would not die until he had seen the 
promised Messiah (Luke 2:25-26). 
Inspired by the Holy Spirit, Simeon 
came into the temple at the precise 
moment the young couple arrived with 
the infant Jesus. Taking the Child in his 
arms, Simeon praised God. 

As far as Simeon was concerned, 
he could now leave this world, having 
seen the Son of God with his own 
eyes. He appropriately declared, “For 
mine eyes have seen thy salvation” 
(Luke 2:30). Salvation is indeed in a 
Person, the Lord Jesus Christ. In his 
doxology, Simeon also declared that 
the mission of Christ was not only for 
the benefit of Israel but for all people 
(vs. 32). While Jews were to hear the 
gospel first, Gentiles would also have 
the opportunity to receive salvation 
through Jesus Christ (Rom. 1:16). 

At that time, an aged prophetess 
named Anna arrived on the scene. 
“And she coming in that instant gave 
thanks likewise unto the Lord, and 
spake of him to all them that looked 
for redemption in Jerusalem” (Luke 
2:38). Once again, praise erupted in 
the presence of the newborn King of 
kings. 

While not mentioned by Luke, the 
Gospel of Matthew tells of the arrival 
of the wise men, or Magi (2:1-12). 
The fact that they fell down before 
the infant Jesus in worship certainly 
implies praise on their part. Of course, 
they are primarily remembered for the 
expensive gifts they presented to the 
Christ Child. What better way to praise 
Christ than to offer Him gifts that affirm 
His praiseworthiness? 

We should do no less today than 
those we read about in Scripture. Give 
praise for the Lord Jesus Christ this 
Christmas and always. As Scripture 
commands, “Let us offer the sacrifice 
of praise to God continually, that is, 
the fruit of our lips giving thanks to his 
name” (Heb. 13:15). H
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rather rigid restrictions. One under 
the Nazirite vow could drink no wine 
or strong drink. In fact, he could 
neither eat nor drink any product of 
the grapevine (Num. 6:3-4). His hair 
could not be cut for the duration of 
the vow (vs. 5), and he could have no 
contact with a dead body—doing so 
would result in his defilement (vss. 
6-7). These external, visible matters 
revealed an internal, invisible heart 
committed to the Lord.  

The Nazirite vow indicated some-
thing being dedicated to God by sep-
aration from the ordinary, which in turn 
made it something out of the ordinary.  
Additionally, one under a Nazirite vow 
was not permitted to protract de-
filement—even for the death of an 
immediate family member (Num. 6:7). 
If he did inadvertently contact one 
who died suddenly and touched him, 
he was to shave his head and bring a 
specific group of sin offerings to the 
priest (vss. 9-21). The lapsed days of 
his vow were also lost (vs. 12), and he 
had to start it over again. The princi-
ple was clear: while sin is not always 
intentional, it requires confession and 
cleansing.

Someone may object, however, that 
we are no longer under the law but 
under grace. We need no longer con-
cern ourselves with vows as such. 
The biblical response is both “yes” 
and “no.” There is a distinct parallel 
of principle between the Old Testa-
ment concept of vows and the New 
Testament concepts of integrity, sep-
aration, consecration, dedication, and 
holiness. Ecclesiastes 5:1-5 warns 
against hastiness in speech—spe-
cifically hastiness or impulsiveness 
in making vows. Moreover, Solomon 
declared that when one made a vow, 
he or she was to be timely in keeping 
it; it was better not to make a vow than 
to make one and not keep it.  

My father, who is long since at home 
with the Lord, once made a vow that 
I consider a hasty one. I was a small 
boy at the time, and we lived in a rural 
area of the Midwest. As was often the 
case in those days, men who owned 
small farms had to do additional out-
side work to provide for their families. 
My father, a coffee drinker, was in con-

YOU have probably heard someone  
 say “My New Year’s resolution 

this year is not to make any New 
Year’s resolutions!” Although we may 
chuckle about such silliness, we can 
all identify with the frustration of 
“good intentions” not being fulfilled. 

So let’s talk about resolutions. Are 
they practical? Are they even biblical?

OLD TESTAMENT VOWS
While the concept of making a 

resolution is not found in the Bible, 
Scripture records several instances of 
making “vows.” Perhaps a correlation 
can be made to help us keep our res-
olutions. 

Vows were made in devoting a man 
or woman to God (Num. 6:2), in de-
voting children to God (I Sam. 1:11), 
and in devoting property to God (Gen. 
28:22). Vows were made when offer-
ing sacrifices (Lev. 7:16; 22:18-22). 
They were voluntary (Deut. 23:21-
22). They were to be performed faith-
fully (Num. 30:2) and without delay 
(Deut. 23:21, 23). Proverbs 20:25 
warns of the danger of making them 
without careful consideration. Num-
bers 30:3-5 says they were invalid 
without parental consent if made by 
a child. Vows were also void if made 
by a married woman without the con-

sent of her husband (vss. 6-8, 10-13). 
Scripture speaks of vows for wid-

ows and women divorced from their 
husbands (Num. 30:9). Vows could 
only be objected to at the time of 
their making (vss. 14-15); but under 
certain circumstances, vows might be 
redeemed by paying suitable compen-
sation (Lev. 27:1-8, 11-23). Vows were 
even made relative to certain animals 
(vss. 9-10).

Several individuals were said to 
have made vows: Jacob (Gen. 28:20-
22; 31:13), Jephthah (Judg. 11:30-31), 
Hannah (I Sam. 1:11), David (Ps. 132:1-
5), and Jonah (Jonah 2:9). Unbelievers 
also made vows: for instance, the 
Phoenician sailors who threw Jonah 
overboard (1:16).

All things dedicated by vows were 
to be brought to the tabernacle (Deut. 
12:6, 11, 17-18). Vows were made 
concerning things corrupt or blem-
ished—that act itself being an insult to 
God (Lev. 22:23; Mal. 1:14).  Moreover, 
Deuteronomy 23:18 declares there 
were certain things which could not be 
the subject of a vow.  

Among those more detailed vows 
was that of the Nazirite (Num. 6:1-
8; Judg. 13). The term is derived 
from the Hebrew verb meaning “to 
separate” and carried with it three 

“I HEREBY RESOLVE . . .”
by DR. Tim WhiteheaD



struction and frequently away from 
home for days at a time. One night, 
according to his account, he could 
not fall asleep. In desperation he cried 
out, “Lord, I’ve got to get up in a little 
while. I’ve got to get some rest! If You’ll 
help me get to sleep, I’ll never have 
another cup of coffee!” Immediately, 
it seemed, the alarm was ringing. He 
had gone to sleep instantly. Now, per-
haps it was not a hasty vow. Perhaps 
he loved coffee too much and it had 
unwittingly become an idol. Perhaps 
the Lord had convicted him of that and 
he had prayed accordingly. The point 
is that he had made a vow and knew 
that as a child of God, he had best not 
lie to Him! He lived fifteen more years 
and never drank another cup of coffee! 
He faithfully kept his vow.

The Apostle Paul told his protégé 
Timothy that in the last days, men will 
be “trucebreakers” (II Tim. 3:3). We are 
instructed to “lie not to one another” 
(Col. 3:9). If we are to be truthful to 
others, how much more to God! Ro-
mans 12:9-10 instructs genuine love 
and “kindly” affection to one another.  
Likewise, Paul instructs us to present 
our bodies as living sacrifices, “holy, 
acceptable unto God,” and warns 
against conformity to the world, while 
calling for spiritual transformation by 
the “renewing” of our minds (vss. 1-2).

METHODOLOGY  
But how does the child of God keep 

from breaking the resolutions he has 
vowed to keep? How do we, as Chris-
tians, maintain our goals of consecra-
tion either negatively (to abstain) or 
positively (to engage)? As a starting 
point, here are some practical sugges-
tions for parents who are still raising a 
family and for those whose children 
are grown up.

First, realize that any resolution is 
heard by God—whether made directly 
to Him or not. Whether done verbally 
or silently, the one making a resolu-
tion has performed an important act 
known to our omniscient God (Heb. 
4:13).   

No one—particularly a believer—
should ever make a resolution with no 
intention of keeping it (Deut. 23:21-23; 
Eccl. 5:5). 

Second, make a list of the things 
that need spiritual attention during the 
coming year. It may be something per-
sonal, just between you and the Lord; 
or it may be interpersonal, something 
to do with someone else. Be brutally 

honest with yourself. Personal dishon-
esty virtually guarantees your failure to 
keep a resolution.

Third, be purposeful. Vowing to 
memorize the entire New Testament 
this year, for example, sounds pious 
but does not guarantee thoughtful 
contemplation. However, resolving to 
memorize I John and meditate on it for 
a month is sure to be rewarding.

Fourth, realize that resolutions can 
and often are made with others in 
mind. As a veteran who served his 
country in two different branches, I ini-
tially took an oath “to defend the con-
stitution against all enemies—foreign 
and domestic.” That oath was taken 
not only on my own behalf but also 
(in theory) on behalf of every citizen 
of the United States. As a parent—if 
you are a parent—perhaps you have 
made, or are considering making, a 
resolution on behalf of your children or 
grandchildren. Perhaps you desire to 
see that they are in church and actively 
serving on a regular basis throughout 
the coming year. Or perhaps your 
resolution is to help them memorize 
one key verse of Scripture per week 
this year.  Maybe your son or daughter 
is away at college and your goal is to 
maintain regular contact with him or 
her and to communicate your love and 
prayers.  

It may be that your children are 
grown and married with children of 
their own. I offer some points about 
resolutions for your consideration. 
Romans 12:9-10 is an excellent start-
ing point. Communicate your love to 
them in clear, unmistakable terms. 
Even if your relationship has been 
less than ideal, purposefully commu-
nicate to them that you have resolved 
before the Lord to be a better parent 
or grandparent and to determinedly 
follow through with your resolution.

See to it that nothing is permitted to 
void your resolution. There is a story 
about a young man who was talking 
to his fiancée on the phone. “I’d climb 
the highest mountain for you!” he 
boasted. “I’d swim the deepest ocean 
for you! I’d cross the burning desert 
for you,” he promised. And hanging 
up he added, “Don’t forget, I’ll see you 
tomorrow—if it doesn’t rain.”  

Failing to plan is planning to fail. Be-
fore making a resolution, consider the 
cost, both to yourself and to anyone 
else involved. In Luke 14:28-32, we 
read that Christ used two poignant 
illustrations related to planning. While 

the building of a tower and going into 
battle are not acts germane to this dis-
cussion, the principle is nonetheless 
identical: count the cost! A resolution 
is a promise, and promises are to be 
kept! It is understood, of course, that 
some resolutions have a higher pri-
ority than others. Scripture memory, 
regular Bible reading, or church atten-
dance, for example, will take spiritual 
precedence over resolutions to be on 
time or to take out the trash regularly 
or to keep the car’s gas tank full for 
your spouse—as important as those 
things are! It is also true, of course, 
that unavoidable circumstances often 
arise which may preclude the keeping 
of a resolution (e.g., personal injury, 
loss of income, loss of health, and so 
on). However, the reality is that the 
world at large, including Christians, 
are tragically far too hasty to make 
promises and far too quick to break 
them. For example, Christian couples 
in the American church are not im-
mune to the problems that rip apart 
marriages in the same ways as with 
their secular counterparts.  

So does any of this resolution stuff 
matter? The start of a new year is 
always a time for reflection, anticipa-
tion, determination, and planning. It is 
an appropriate time for resolutions. It 
is worthwhile to say, “This year, Lord 
willing, I’m going to—” or “I’m no lon-
ger going to—”  

How about it—is this next year 
going to be just another year of hast-
ily made and hastily broken promis-
es?  Or will you covenant before the 
Lord that by this time next year, you 
will not be spiritually where you are 
now?  Whether it relates to the Lord, 
to His Word, or to your relationship 
with others, resolve now that you will 
deal with and eliminate whatever is 
hindering your spiritual walk and em-
brace and practice what is spiritually 
edifying.

As the writer to the Hebrews so 
beautifully declared, “Let us lay aside 
every weight, and the sin which doth 
so easily beset us, and let us run with 
patience [endurance] the race that 
is set before us, looking unto Jesus 
the author and finisher of our faith” 
(12:1-2). 

If the Lord so leads, make a reso-
lution, but make it a matter of prayer. 
Then resolve by God’s grace to keep 
it! You’ll be blessed, and God will be 
glorified. H 
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MOST of us do not have to be told 
 how life gets so busy. There is so 

much to do, and we go from sunup to 
sundown trying to get things done be-
fore we run out of time! Young parents 
are busy with their children. Many em-
ployees try to move up the corporate 
ladder, and others are simply trying to 
make just a little more money. All these 
endeavours take time and effort and 
keep us busy. Our wheels are always 
spinning, but we are often not sure 
where we are going.

We have a word to describe some of 
the things we do. It is “busywork.” This 
word implies that some of the work 
we do keeps us busy but there is no 
purpose and meaning to what is being 
done or attempted.  

Even a casual reading of the book 
of Ecclesiastes reveals the vanity and 
uselessness of constantly being on the 
go without purpose. It is like a hamster 
spinning its wheel and going nowhere. 
The Preacher suggests that work with-
out looking to God and putting Him 
first is futile and worthless. It is very 
interesting that one of the richest men 
in the Bible, at the very end of his life, 
reminds us of the futility of being with-
out purpose and disconnected from 
our God.

We all have excuses for why we 
do not have enough time for God. 
This attitude often changes when we 
encounter difficulties in life. Just look 
at the daily news, especially when 
something tragic has happened, to 
know that we truly need God. It is 
ironic that in a country where we have 
displaced God from our lives in so 
many ways, we still see people holding 
hands with each other in prayer during 
tragic times.

There is an obvious message here—
we truly need God to handle the diffi-
cult situations in life, and we cannot be 
truly fulfilled without Him. It is arrogant 
of us to think that we can do without 
this loving and caring God who has 
brought us this far. It is also out of 
conceit that we make the claim that 
all we have now and all that we are is 

because we have made it happen our-
selves. I believe that God looks down 
on us in sadness as He sees us slowly 
drifting from Him.

Jesus once told a story about a man 
who made a great feast and then invit-
ed several guests to the grand meal; 
but they all gave excuses. Two of these 
excuses were work related. One per-
son had bought a field and had to go 
and inspect it. Another stated that he 
had bought some oxen and had to try 
them out. The final excuse was from 
a man who said he could not come to 
the feast because he had just gotten 
married (Luke 14:15-24).

A close reading of this section of 
Scripture will reveal that these are 
seemingly plausible excuses and re-
flect the realities of daily life. But at the 
very beginning of this narrative, we are 
reminded that the host of this meal is 
our Lord, who invites us to share in the 
blessings of His kingdom. The picture 
of the meal is indicative of a close re-
lationship with the Master.

What can we learn from this? We 
dare not get so busy that we have no 
time for God. I have often stated in my 
teaching of adults that we all find time 
for all the things that are important to 
us. The things that keep us from God 
could often be considered legitimate 
things; but sometimes they displace 
God and push Him aside, and this is 
something that we should avoid. 

Again, it is interesting that in times 
of crisis, we all call upon God for help. 
Our hard times help us put things in 
perspective. Jesus once reminded 
His hearers, “That which is highly es-
teemed among men is abomination in 
the sight of God” (Luke 16:15). Excus-
es take us away from God, but hard 
times can sometimes turn us back to 
Him.

Would it not make sense to remem-
ber our Creator in the days of our 
youth (Eccl. 12:1)? Should we not daily 
build that relationship with Him to help 
fortify us for hardships to come?

When we make excuses to avoid 
eating “bread in the kingdom of God” 

(Luke 14:15) at the invitation of our 
Lord Jesus and not share in all that 
He has prepared for us, we are really 
saying that we reject what He is offer-
ing us. Often this happens because 
the things of the world glitter a little 
more brightly at the time. It was C.T. 
Studd who reminded us that only what 
is done for Christ will truly last. In the 
poem “Only One Life,” he wrote, “Only 
one life, ‘twill soon be past, / Only 
what’s done for Christ will last.” He 
had the right perspective. Only that 
which is done for the kingdom will 
endure.

So how do we stop giving excuses 
that do not really hold any water? First, 
let us ask ourselves what God is call-
ing us to do. In Jesus’ illustration, He 
was inviting His people to share in the 
blessings of the kingdom that He had 
prepared. This means we must listen 
to His voice (cf. John 10:27).

Second, we dare not make excuses 
and not find time to spend in His pres-
ence. Time given to our Lord Jesus is 
not ill spent. It builds up value in the 
kingdom. I see people every day in my 
adult classes who claim they are too 
busy to read His Word, and so they 
never hear His voice. I challenge them 
to put God first and to invest time in 
getting to know Him through the read-
ing of His Word and by talking with Him 
in prayer.  If it is important to us, then 
it will take priority.

Third, we must realize that when we 
make excuses, the “flesh” part of us 
takes over. The spirit part of us gets 
starved. The part that we nurture is 
the part that will be nourished and 
grow. Today we have too many easy 
distractions to carry us away from the 
call of the kingdom. We must take de-
liberate steps to starve the flesh and 
feed the spirit that draws us closer 
to God.

No more excuses! If we are going to 
partake of the blessings of the king-
dom, which we can do here on earth 
while we live, we need to put God first 
and stop making excuses when He 
invites us to partake in His work, His 

christian p sychology

NO MORE EXCUSES!
by A. Koshy Muthalaly, Ph.D.



mission, and even His blessings! It 
calls for immediate obedience when 
He speaks to us in our spirits, and we 
are called to be always prepared and 
ready. 

In the story of the ten virgins (Matt. 
25:1-13), the wise virgins gave no ex-
cuses and were well prepared and 
waiting for the arrival of the bridegroom. 

That is what we are called to do. Our 
willingness to be prepared and ready is 
the first step. Obedience to whatever 
the Lord calls us to do is the second.  In 
order for us to do this, we have to get 
all our excuses out of the way, even the 
seemingly legitimate ones, that keep us 
from partaking in the blessings of the 
kingdom life on earth right now.

We dare not forget that it is the lov-
ing heart of our Heavenly Father that 
wants to give us the kingdom (Luke 
12:32) and all the blessings that come 
with it. Our excuses will keep us from 
them. He wishes to have us together 
with Him in His presence. He created 
us for fellowship with Him. We have no 
justification to make excuses! H

What’s in a Word?

CATASTROPHE; PERILOUS
BY DaRRell W. McKay, M.A.

The second letter of the Apostle 
Paul to his young protégé Timothy 
reads like today’s newspaper de-
scribing turmoil and upheaval in many 
places. Whether you think in terms of 
nations or of individuals, the picture 
Paul painted has never been more 
up to date. Perilous and catastrophic 
conditions were approaching when 
Paul wrote the epistle as his final 
word to Timothy, and conditions have 
not improved over time. He used two 
words to describe the last days, and 
those words are our focus.

CATASTROPHE
Our English word comes straight 

from the Greek (katastrophe), and we 
often hear it used in the aftermath 
of tornadoes, hurricanes, terror at-
tacks, and the like. Something that 
has been utterly ruined has suffered a 
catastrophe. Paul used the word met-
aphorically in II Timothy (2:14) in the 
context of the condition of society in 
the last days, and we find it translated 
as “subverting.” 

The warning is about false teachers 
who use words in such a way as to un-
dermine people’s faith and lead them 
away from the truth of God’s Word. 
Their faith is subverted, or overthrown 
and ruined. Their overthrown faith be-
comes a catastrophe.

Peter also used the word when liter-
ally speaking of what happened to the 
cities of Sodom and Gomorrah which 
God destroyed (II Pet. 2:6). The word 

“overthrow” in that text is the same 
katastrophe in Greek and “catastro-
phe” in English.

Putting the two examples together, 
we get an idea of the ruinous effect 
false teaching can have on those who 
are not firmly standing on orthodox 
Christian doctrine. Adhering to false 
doctrine will result in the catastrophic 
ruination of all caught in its clutch-
es. Those who profess Christ but are 
shallow in theological understanding 
are particularly vulnerable to being 
led astray, hence the need to become 
more knowledgeable in the Word. As 
Paul wrote, we are to “study to shew 
thyself approved unto God, a workman 
that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly 
dividing the word of truth” (II Tim. 2:15).

PERILOUS 
Paul used this word in II Timothy 3:1 

as a way to introduce the conditions 
of the “last days” and then went on 
to flesh out what he meant. Much of 
the chapter reads like a description of 
current events. The basic meanings of 
the word translated “perilous” in this 
context are “grievous” and “hard to 
bear.” That sounds bad enough, but 
we really need a little help to under-
stand the word’s full meaning. 

We find that help in Matthew’s Gospel 
(8:28), where Jesus and His disciples 
met up with two demon-possessed 
men living among the tombs in the land 
of the Gergesenes. Matthew recorded 
that they were so fierce (the meaning of 

the word “perilous” in this context) that 
no one would dare go near them or try 
to pass by them. They were possessed 
by demons, and they terrorized every-
one who came near—everyone except 
Jesus. 

Both “catastrophe” and “perilous” 
are used in the contexts of Paul’s and 
Peter’s epistles to characterize the 
end times. Demonic evil is pervasive 
in our time as it has been in every age 
since the Fall. Each generation tends 
to believe that it is the last days of the 
last days. The term “last days” has 
been applied to the time since the as-
cension of Christ, and there is biblical 
support for doing so (cf. I John 2:18).

The church began at Pentecost 
when the promise of the Spirit was 
poured out on the disciples and sub-
sequently on all who embrace Christ 
as Saviour. Believers are indwelled by 
the Holy Spirit, who desires to lead 
them in the ways of Christ, while the 
world is under the dominion of Satan, 
who desires to lead as many as pos-
sible away from the truth. In all times, 
it often looks like the devil is winning, 
but in the end we know who will be 
victorious.

Let us keep in mind the words from 
“In Times Like These” by Ruth Caye 
Jones: “In times like these, you need 
a Savior, / In times like these, you need 
an anchor; / Be very sure, be very sure, 
/ Your anchor holds and grips the Solid 
Rock! / This Rock is Jesus, Yes He’s 
the One.” H
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INTRODUCTION: WHY EXODUS?
The Book of Exodus is perhaps 

one of the most exciting books in 
the Old Testament. While excitement 
is not the first thing we look for as 
we analyze Scripture’s message, we 
cannot help but be drawn in by the 
book’s constant shift from darkness 
and hopelessness to hope powerfully 
arising from the most unlikely places. 
The Lord’s hand is certainly visible 
from start to finish, and it is only right 
and natural that the Christian walk 
away from the Book of Exodus with a 
better understanding of God’s consis-
tent and timely intervention.

We will examine one of the darkest 
periods in Israel’s history, if not the 
darkest of all time. We see Abraham’s 
descendants in chains, slaves to the 
evil Pharaoh of Egypt, and yearning for 
even one small glimmer of hope that 
their God would step through the dark-
ness and save them. The Lord was not 
ignorant of their pain; He was bringing 
to pass a plan for their deliverance. 
However, they would have to continue 
to patiently endure as they waited on 
the Lord to bring His plan to fruition. 
This was because the Lord had plans 
for the human servant He was going 
to use in His plan of deliverance, and 
that man—Moses—needed time to 
grow, develop, and learn some difficult 
spiritual lessons.

Of course, this growth could not come 
until Moses was born. The opening 
chapter of Exodus explains that Moses 
was born at a time when the Egyptians 
felt threatened by the Hebrews, whose 
population was growing exponentially. 
Pharaoh tried to decrease the male He-
brew population, so he ordered that all 
the male Hebrew newborns be killed. 
When he encountered some resis-
tance and some unsuccessful results, 
Pharaoh became more extreme in his 
slaughter of babies. He ordered that 
all Hebrew newborn males be thrown 
into the Nile.

Moses’ parents knew that the Lord 
would one day rescue His people. They 

did not know what the Lord had in store 
for their son; but even as they faced the 
incredibly brutal edict of Pharaoh, they 
had faith that the Lord would intervene 
somehow. It all began with the belief 
that Moses’ life was valuable.

A VULNERABLE BABY (Ex. 2:1-3)
Today’s text begins with a rather 

simple statement, and it is one that 
finds mirrored examples throughout 
history. It begins with a marriage. What 
makes this opening verse especially 
significant is the greater context we 
have just discussed: this marriage 
took place when the Hebrews were 
living as slaves and newborn males 
were threatened with execution.

Scripture moves quickly to focus on 
Moses’ mother. She was a vibrant pic-
ture of faith, and her faith was demon-
strated by action—namely, hiding Mo-
ses from the Egyptians rather than 
giving him up to be killed.

Let us focus for a moment on this 
phrase: “She saw . . . he was a goodly 
child” (vs. 2). To be sure, this does not 
mean that Moses’ mother only saved 
him because he was a cute baby. 
Rather, Moses’ apparent health and 
strength encouraged her even more 
to do whatever it took to save his life.

Mothers, stop for one moment and 
think about the first time you held each 
of your children. When the thought of 
your child facing any disease or danger 
entered your mind, you immediately 
thought of protecting your precious 
baby from whatever harm threatened 
him or her. Moses was threatened by 
one of the greatest kinds of harm—the 
wrath of the king of one of the most 
powerful civilizations in history, who 
was on a mission to kill as many male 
newborns as possible. When Moses’ 
mother looked at his adorable, inno-
cent face, her heart was all the more 
filled with the courage to see him in a 
safe place.

So she decided to hide him by fash-
ioning a small ark. It was a basket held 
together with tar that would give the 

child enough air and allow him to float 
on the water without being heard by 
the general populace.

Some modern depictions of baby 
Moses’ time in this small ark show 
the helpless child being carried away 
by rapid currents, avoiding crocodiles 
and fisherman’s nets, as he is pulled 
along the Nile. This is all just theatrical 
effect. In truth, Moses’ mother simply 
placed the basket in a calm spot along 
the Nile’s shore: “She laid it in the flags 
by the river’s brink” (vs. 3).

A NEW MOTHER (Ex. 2:4-6)
Moses’ sister, Miriam, stood at a 

distance to watch what would hap-
pen to the baby. While we do not 
know for sure, it is more likely that 
Moses’ mother intentionally placed 
her precious baby in the river at a 
planned place and time, knowing that 
Pharaoh’s daughter usually bathed 
there. That conclusion is certainly 
more boring than exciting visions of 
baby Moses tumbling through a rush-
ing Nile River and happening to rest in 
the usual bathing locale of Pharaoh’s 
daughter, but we must try not to read 
things into Scripture that are not there.

When Scripture reads, “to wit what 
would be done to him,” it means that 
Miriam was responsible for reporting 
to her mother the fate of the baby boy 
(vs. 4). Miriam must have felt a mixture 
of fear and anticipation as she kept 
a vigilant watch over Moses from a 
distance.

The Lord did intervene, however, 
through Pharaoh’s daughter. The day 
started out as a pretty normal day. The 
Nile was a common place for Egyptian 
royalty to bathe, especially as it related 
to their pagan beliefs. When the basket 
was brought to her, she was moved by 
Moses’ cry: “Behold, the babe wept. 
And she had compassion on him” (vs. 
6). Just as Moses’ mother was moved 
as she looked upon her healthy baby 
boy, so Pharaoh’s daughter experi-
enced the same maternal compassion 
when she heard the child cry.

sermon

MOSES: AN UNLIKELY HOPE
(EXODUS 2:1-10)

by J. A. LittleR, M.Div.
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Is it not amazing how the Lord 
works? Here came the daughter of 
the very man who set out to kill each 
and every newborn male Hebrew. 
The plans of the supposedly divine, 
almighty Pharaoh came crumbling 
down because of the Lord’s interven-
tion. And it all began with Pharaoh’s 
sensitive and caring daughter finding 
and protecting the future leader of the 
Israelites!

AN UNEXPECTED REUNION  
(Ex. 2:7-10)

Suddenly, Miriam walked out of her 
hiding spot and asked Moses’ rescuer 
whether she should go get a Hebrew 
nurse, a woman who could feed the 
baby. Pharaoh’s daughter was ob-
viously no stranger to babies. She 
agreed, and it was the perfect oppor-
tunity for Miriam to reconnect Moses 
with their mother.

Out of a desperate and murderous 
situation, the Lord brought peace and 
a happy reunion. One day Moses’ 
mother was worrying about whether 
her beloved son would live to see his 
next birthday, and the next she was 
being paid by the daughter of Pharaoh 
to care for him. How great is the Lord’s 
providence!

As we rejoice in the amazing provi-
sion of God seen here in these opening 
verses of Exodus 2, let us not quickly 
forget the important information given 
to us at the end of our text. Speaking 
of Pharaoh’s daughter, the Bible reads, 
“He became her son. And she called his 
name Moses: and she said, Because I 
drew him out of the water” (vs. 10).

Moses was uprooted from his na-
tive Hebrew culture and thrust into an 
intelligent but pagan society. Scripture 
is clear that despite Moses’ unique up-
bringing in the Pharaoh’s palace, he did 
not abandon his faith in God even when 
it cost him dearly in terms of material 
wealth: “By faith Moses, when he was 
come to years, refused to be called the 
son of Pharaoh’s daughter; . . . esteem-
ing the reproach of Christ greater riches 
than the treasures in Egypt: for he had 
respect unto the recompence of the 
reward” (Heb. 11:24, 26).

Yet as Pharaoh’s son, Moses did 
have access to an Egyptian education. 
The knowledge of astronomy, mathe-
matics, language, and art that Moses 
gained was rather advanced for its 
time. The Lord thus used the secular 
advancements of Egypt to prepare 
his special servant for great things 

in the future: “His high rank afforded 
him advantages in education, which 
in the Providence of God were made 
subservient to far different purposes 
from what his royal patroness intend-
ed” (Jamieson, Fausset, and Brown. 
A Commentary, Critical, Practical, and 
Explanatory on the Old and New Tes-
taments, Biblehub.com).

Also, note that it was Pharaoh’s 
daughter, not his own mother, who gave 
Moses the name we know him by to-
day. Whatever name he was given at 
birth has been lost to history, at least 
as it concerns a precise determination. 
However, this name “Moses” refers to 
something being pulled out of the water.

Consider the implications of this 
for Moses’ life. His name served as a 
permanent reminder of his rescue from 
the Nile. Indeed, every time he heard 
his name, he could also remember 
God’s providence. However, this nam-
ing decision included a darker element 
as well. It also served as a reminder of 
the terrible infanticide enacted by the 
wicked Pharaoh. It reminded Moses 
that he was a rare escapee of that 
historical slaughter of babies. The 
Scripture that follows our lesson text 
shows that Moses held on to his He-
brew identity. Indeed, he never forgot 
the Lord’s goodness, and he never lost 
sight of his people’s need until he fled 
his adoptive home. 

APPLICATION
The Lord will bring deliverance in 

His time. The children of Israel were in 
Egypt for over four hundred years. That 
is a long time! No doubt many during 
that time lost sight of the Lord’s prom-
ised deliverance and despaired of all 
hope. However, the Lord did not forget 
His people, and He intervened first by 
preparing the man whom He would one 
day use to execute His rescue.

Think about those people or things 
that you would like to see experience 
the Lord’s intervention. We all too 
quickly become impatient as we look 
to the Lord to solve problems that trou-
ble us. It could be a broken relationship 
with a friend or family member, severed 
through hate and deceit. It might be a 
financial hardship or a medical diagno-
sis. Whatever the case, we must trust 
that the Lord will deliver us according 
to His timetable and in a way that will 
bring Him glory. The problem might 
not even be fully resolved on this side 
of eternity, but as His children, we can 
trust that our Heavenly Father will do 

what is best for our good and His glory 
(cf. Rom. 8:28).

All life is precious to God. Moses’ 
mother did whatever she could to 
make sure her son was hidden from 
those who might kill him. Even Pha-
raoh’s daughter, someone immersed 
in pagan religion and not unfamiliar 
with her father’s murderous campaign, 
had a caring and nurturing response to 
the crying baby Moses.

Life is precious to the Lord. Each 
and every baby that was thrown into 
the Nile was His special creation: “I 
will praise thee; for I am fearfully and 
wonderfully made: marvellous are thy 
works; and that my soul knoweth right 
well” (Ps. 139:14).

Do you recognize the inherent value 
of each individual around you? If you 
struggle with matters of prejudice and 
find within yourself a sin struggle re-
lated to judging others based on their 
race, gender, medical condition, etc., 
then seek the Lord for forgiveness 
and strength to see others as He sees 
them. In times of such struggle, pray, 
“Lord, please let me see this person as 
Your special creation.”

Moreover, are you valuing all human 
life, young and old? The Lord has knit 
every human being with special care: 
“Before I formed thee in the belly I knew 
thee; and before thou camest forth out 
of the womb I sanctified thee” (Jer. 1:5). 
In God’s eyes, preborn babies’ lives are 
just as valuable as an adult’s life.

Countless Hebrew children were 
thrown into the Nile to die. Do you 
feel the Lord’s pain as similar circum-
stances happen around you? Are you 
praying for and attempting to reach 
those vulnerable mothers who see no 
other way and have yet to hear the 
good news of Jesus Christ?

Realize that God may work in 
ways you do not expect. An oft-re-
cited phrase notes, “The Lord works 
in mysterious ways.” This week’s text 
has demonstrated this to be true. But 
let us not forget to add proper action 
to that knowledge. We must humble 
ourselves and put our own plans for 
deliverance aside as we wait for the 
Lord’s will to be done. We may not 
have a rescue as exciting as Moses’, 
but we will nonetheless grow spiritu-
ally as we respond to life’s challenges 
by consistently reminding ourselves 
that our own imaginations should not 
be the source of our faith. Rather, we 
should turn to Scripture for the best 
understanding of God’s will. H
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TWO GENERATIONS OF DIGGERS
“A careful examination of the Bib-

lical text combined with sometimes 
unnoticed results of modern archae-
ological excavations in Jerusalem 
enable us, I believe, to locate the site 
of King David’s palace” (Mazar, Eilat. 
“Excavate King David’s Palace!” Bib-
lical Archaeological Review, January/
February 1997). Such is the belief of 
distinguished Israeli archaeologist 
Eilat Mazar. Her high regard for Bible 
history puts her at odds with so-
called “biblical minimalists.” These 
are scholars who deny the essential 
historicity of the Bible. 

Dr. Mazar, of the Hebrew Univer- 
sity’s Institute of Archaeology, served 
as Director of the city of David exca-
vations from 2005 to 2008. She has 
also directed the Ophel excavations 
since 2009. The word “ophel” literally 
means “hill” in Hebrew. But when 
capitalized in Scripture, it refers to 
a part of the old city of David (II Chr. 
27:3; 33:14; Neh. 3:26-27; 11:21). 
Mazar defined it specifically as “the 
area between the City of David and 
the Temple Mount.”

In addition to her archaeological 
field projects, Mazar is also publish-
ing the final report of excavations 
south of the Temple Mount led by 
her late grandfather Benjamin Mazar. 
The elder Mazar, a former president 
of Hebrew University in Jerusalem, 
was recognized as “a founding fa-
ther of Israeli archaeology.” He had 
excavated the area near the southern 
wall of the Temple Mount for some 
ten years—after 1967 and through 
the 1970s (Mazar, Eilat. “Did I Find 
King David’s Palace?” BAR,January/
February 2006).

A GRANDFATHER’S SAGE ADVICE
Following Benjamin Mazar’s death 

in 1995, a committee of scholars 
was tasked with choosing someone 
to complete the publication of his 
findings. Eilat Mazar was the logical 

choice. As Hershel Shanks, found-
er (in 1974) and perennial editor of  
Biblical Archaeology Review maga-
zine, pointed out, “Eilat Mazar is a 
leading Jerusalem archaeologist” with 
a “passion” for “the archaeology of 
the Holy City” (Shanks, Hershel. “First 
Person: In Defense of Eilat Mazar,” 
BAR, March/April 2008).

The younger Mazar was encour-
aged by her grandfather to locate King 
David’s palace in the old city of Jeru-
salem. But more than that, she was 
inspired by what he taught her about 
the Bible’s importance in archaeolog-
ical discovery. In this respect, Shanks 
not only praised Benjamin Mazar as 
a founder of Israeli archaeology, as 
noted above, but he also called him 
a “perceptive Bible scholar as well” 
(Shanks).

Of this Eilat Mazar recalled: “One 
of the many things I learned from my 
grandfather was how to relate to the 
Biblical text: Pore over it again and 
again, for it contains within it descrip-
tions of genuine historical reality. . . 
it is clear that concealed within the 
Biblical text are grains of detailed his-
torical truth” (“Did I Find King David’s 
Palace?”).

With the appropriate biblical text 
in mind and an intimate knowledge 
of the topography and excavation 
history of the city of David, Mazar 
began the search for David’s palace. 
Her early experience is recounted 
in an article she penned for BAR in 
1997. In reference to this article, ti-
tled “Excavate King David’s Palace!” 
Hershel Shanks stated that Mazar 
“point[ed] to the precise place where 
[the palace] should be.” He then add-
ed that, “The suggestion was based 
in considerable part on what she had 
learned from her grandfather about 
the subtle details of the Biblical text” 
(“First Person: In Defense of Eilat 
Mazar”).

Mazar knew her Bible-related ap-
proach would draw detractors. But to 

them she declared, “If some regard 
as too speculative the hypothesis I 
shall put forth in this article, my reply 
is simply this: Let us put it to the test 
in the way archaeologists always try 
to test their theories—by excavation” 
(“Excavate King David’s Palace!”).

THE SEARCH IS SOON REWARDED
Eilat Mazar’s BAR article captured 

the attention of New Yorkers Roger 
and Susan Hertog. The couple was 
eager to support the excavation in the 
hope that Mazar’s hypothesis would 
be proven correct and that David’s 
palace would indeed be found. The 
project, with the combined support 
of the Hertogs, the Shalem Center 
Jerusalem (a think tank), and the Ir 
David (city of David) Foundation com-
menced excavation in 2005. Hebrew 
University’s Institute of Archaeology 
provided academic oversight of the 
excavation work. 

Success was not elusive. As Ma-
zar reported, “It was not long after 
we began to dig that a large building 
emerged—indeed, more massive than 
I had ever dared to imagine when I 
wrote my BAR article. I believe it is 
King David’s palace” (“The Wall That 
Nehemiah Built,” BAR, March/April 
2009). Hershel Shanks added that 
what the excavators found was “a 
large building with some walls 16 feet 
thick and pottery indicating it dated to 
the time of King David” (“First Person: 
In Defense of Eilat Mazar”).

The pottery discovered at Mazar’s 
dig—as is true of virtually all exca-
vations—was crucial for dating the 
remains. One especially important 
discovery made at the Large Stone 
Structure was a small, delicate juglet 
(small container for liquids) imported 
from Cyprus. The little black-on-red 
clay vessel had survived in excellent 
condition, almost whole. “It would 
not have survived in this condition,” 
Mazar explained, “if it [and surround-
ing structures] had been subjected to 

SEARCHING for KING DAVID’S PALACE  
in the CITY of DAVID

by LaRRy v. CRutchfielD, Ph.D.
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any major upheaval [i.e., destruction]” 
(“Did I Find King David’s Palace?”).

Based on the ceramic evidence, 
Mazar was able to determine that 
during about a two-century time 
span, the Large Stone Structure went 
through three construction phases. 
She concluded that the earliest phase 
dated to about the tenth century b.c. 
It was at that time that “David would 
have ruled Israel’s United Monarchy 
from his palace in Jerusalem” (“Did I 
Find King David’s Palace?”).

TWO MAJOR STRUCTURES  
CONNECTED

The newly excavated building, 
dubbed the “Large Stone Structure,” 
was built on the eastern fortification 
line atop the highest point in the city 
of David. Closely related to this large 
building, and located just below it on 
the eastern slope, is the well-known 
Stepped Stone Structure. Mazar de-
scribed this gigantic edifice as “the 
largest Iron Age structure in all of Israel, 
rising to the height of a 12-story build-
ing” (“The Wall That Nehemiah Built”). 

Mazar explained the connection 
between this structure and the Large 
Stone Structure: “Even before our 
excavation, it was generally accepted 
that the Stepped Stone Structure was 
built to support a large building on 
top of the ridge. We have now exca-
vated that building: the Large Stone 
Structure. . . . As we have exposed 
more and more of this building, the 
connection of the two structures be-

comes clearer. Wall 20 (W20) of the 
Large Stone Structure actually joins 
the Stepped Stone Structure” (“The 
Wall That Nehemiah Built”).

THE IMPORTANCE OF BIBLICAL 
CLUES

So how was Mazar able to achieve 
success in such a relatively short pe-
riod of time? And was her grandfather 
correct to suggest that she rely on 
what Shanks characterized as “subtle 
details of the Biblical text”? In this 
excavation of David’s palace, Mazar 
insists that two adverbs—“up” and 
“down” in II Samuel 5:17-18—were 
the keys to her discovery. 

According to Scripture (II Sam. 5:1-
12), David defeated the Jebusites in 
their Jerusalem “strong hold of Zion” 
and renamed it “the city of David.” Un-
til the king’s own palace was built, he 
took up residence in the captured Jeb-
usite fortress/citadel. David’s kingdom 
was consolidated with this victory and 
the reunification of Israel and Judah 
(II Sam. 5:1-5). Jerusalem, with its 
superb natural defenses in the form of 
deep valleys on the east, south, and 
west sides, was established as a great 
fortified capital city.

Mazar stated that it is “at this point” 
that “we need to look very carefully 
at the Biblical text,” whereupon she 
quoted II Samuel 5:17-18 (“Excavate 
King David’s Palace!”). This passage 
reveals that when the Philistines heard 
about David’s anointing as king over 
all Israel, they mobilized for war and 

arrayed themselves for battle “in the 
valley of Rephaim.” This valley was lo-
cated about three or four miles south-
west of Jerusalem. 

Based on the biblical text, Mazar 
drew this conclusion: “When David 
heard that the Philistines were com-
ing up to wage war against him, he 
went down to the citadel, that is, to 
the building on top of the Stepped-
Stone Structure.” In this context, Ma-
zar declared that “there is no reason 
to doubt the accuracy of the Biblical 
description; the Bible is quite careful 
in its use of going up and going down” 
(“Excavate King David’s Palace!”).

Mazar also offered what seems at 
first to be an illogical assumption. She 
wrote: “Since the Canaanite/Jebusite 
citadel had been deliberately built on 
the city’s northern border, adjacent 
to the narrowest width of the [Ophel] 
ridge, David’s new palace must have 
been constructed both to the north 
of the citadel [on a higher point] and 
outside the city’s fortified boundaries” 
(“Excavate King David’s Palace!”). 

But why would the king’s palace be 
built beyond the safety of the city’s 
walls? Mazar explained that over sev-
eral centuries the small nine-acre Jeb-
usite Jerusalem site had been built 
up and occupied to the maximum 
extent. Consequently, there simply 
was no room to build a royal palace 
inside the city. In any case, as Mazar 
noted, in peaceful times the palace 
needed no protection, and “when a 
threat loomed, David and his entou-
rage could quickly ‘go down,’ as the 
Bible says, to the city’s fortress a few 
feet to the south” (“Did I Find King 
David’s Palace?”).

CONFIDENCE RENEWED
In 2006, Eilat Mazar had completed 

a season of excavation searching for 
King David’s palace. Over a decade 
had passed since her initial proposal 
for the dig appeared in BAR magazine 
in 1997. The archaeologist’s confi-
dence in the historicity of the Bible 
was clearly validated, for she wrote: 
“The Biblical narrative, I submit, bet-
ter explains the archaeology we have 
uncovered than any other hypothesis 
that has been put forward. Indeed, the 
archaeological remains square perfect-
ly with the Biblical description that tells 
us David went down from there to the 
citadel. So, you decide whether or not 
we have found King David’s palace” 
(“Did I Find King David’s Palace?”). H

Ruins of the City of David believed to have been King David’s Palace
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GROWING up in Illinois, I had a hard  
 time adjusting to the culture. I 

was born in Columbus, Georgia, and 
in that environment I had been sur-
rounded by family and friends. My 
mother got remarried to a soldier, and 
my stepfather was stationed in Illinois. 

The change of address took a toll on 
me. I was one of the few black kids in 
my neighborhood, and the school felt 
just as lonely to me. I found myself sur-
rounded by kids who belittled me and 
attacked my character for no reason. I 
often wondered how to respond to the 
attacks. I regularly came home quietly 
with tears welling up in my eyes be-
cause I did not understand why peo-
ple would say such cruel and hateful 
things to me. I did not know the Lord 
at that time, but my mom did. One day, 
she told me, “Baby, everyone is not 
your friend. Some people are going to 
tell lies about you because they don’t 
want to see the good in you.” I did not 
understand the meaning behind those 
words until I became an adult and 
realized that some people do lie and 
slander other people’s character. 

How do we respond to character 
assassination? What do we say to God 
when our character is being dragged 
through the mud for no reason? 
Whether we are attacked for the color 
of our skin or our Christian beliefs, we 
can know that God cares and wants us 
to turn to Him.

Slander is not uncommon in the world 
today, nor has it ever been uncommon. 
In the Old Testament days of David, his 
character was attacked so much that it 
prompted him to compose Psalm 109, 
perhaps the strongest of his imprecatory 
psalms. Imprecatory psalms are those 
psalms in which the writer, in this case 
David, cried out to the Lord in hopes that 
He would retaliate against his enemies. 
In Psalm 109, David pleaded with the 
Lord to carry out justice toward those 
who had accused him falsely. We do not 
know the specific occasion, nor do we 
know who the slanderer was. Neverthe-
less, David felt the reality of slander, and 
he was taken aback by the attack on his 
character. He wrote a lament to the Lord 
in response to his enemies.  

David began this psalm by address-
ing the Lord. He did not put himself in 
harm’s way by going directly to his ac-
cuser, but he undergirded himself with 
God’s strength. In his time of need, he 
was honest with God and spoke from 
his heart. He did not understand the 
reason why people would speak out 
against him, but instead of retaliating 
physically, he went to God. 

In many instances, people confront 
their attackers head-on instead of con-
fessing to God the pain that lies within 
their heart first. We become angry with 
the false words that our enemies speak 
against us, and we disregard the help 
that comes from the Lord. Yet, from 
the beginning of Psalm 109, David 
petitioned God with praise and he com-
muned with God in prayer to let Him 
know his problem. He asked God to 
avenge the circumstance. Like David, 
the first step we must take in handling 
character assassination is to tell God 
the pain that lies within our heart. 

Psalm 109 explores David’s heart. 
There seems to be a sense of hatred 
and jealousy from David’s opposition, 
and oftentimes opposition rears its 
head when people stand firm for the 
Lord. David was a man who adored 
God, and the only logical way for his 
enemies to tear him down was to 
speak out words of disdain against 
him. Without cause, his enemies hurled 
insults against him, and they continu-
ally sought to ruin his reputation. 

In verse 6, David asked God to set 
“Satan” at the right hand of his accus-
ers. The meaning of “Satan” is “adver-
sary.” This adversary was evil in his own 
way, but his purpose would be to thwart 
the enemies of David. These enemies 
wanted to eliminate from memory the 
good things that David had done for 
his people, so they used the tool of 
slander to scorn and vilify his name for 
no reason. Certain people hated David 
without a cause (Ps. 35:19; cf. John 
15:25). In response to his enemies, 
David lashed out with words of wrath 
to God. 

We cannot necessarily put our-
selves in the same category as David, 
and we must carefully examine how 

meditations in p salms

PSALM 109
by TeRRance mccoy

we should pray about those who 
persecute us. Remember, it was also 
David who wrote “For as the heaven 
is high above the earth, so great is 
his mercy toward those that fear him” 
(Ps. 103:11). Notice the words David 
chose to use—“fear Him.” Obviously, 
in this moment David did not feel as 
though his enemies feared the Lord. 
God’s children need to carefully pray 
for God’s will for those He created but 
who do not fear Him and instead hate 
those who do fear and love Him. 

Today’s believer must understand 
that they are going to be hated for 
Christ’s sake. Still, we must be remind-
ed of Jesus’ words: “These things I 
have spoken unto you, that in me ye 
might have peace. In the world ye 
shall have tribulation: but be of good 
cheer; I have overcome the world” 
(John 16:33). There are going to be 
times in our lives when we will have 
to face the onslaught of Satan’s lies, 
but God wants His people to stand 
firm and seek Him through the ordeal 
because facing Satan without God’s 
power is detrimental. It can cause us 
to lash out against people who might 
not know that they are vessels being 
used for Satan’s purposes. 

In Psalm 109, David prayed that his 
enemy and his descendants would be 
cursed forever if they did not repent. 
He prayed to the Lord that this man’s 
descendants would be cut off. David 
understood that the mentality of the 
father could be passed down to the 
next generation, so he wanted the 
“iniquity of his fathers [to] be remem-
bered with the Lord” (vs. 14). David 
wanted God to understand there was 
no kindness in his enemy’s heart. 

As a type and forerunner of Christ, 
David’s situation and thus his im-
precatory prayers are unique and not 
necessarily models for us. Jesus de-
sires that above all we love one an-
other with Christlike love. Even in the 
midst of slander, we should pray that 
God blesses those who persecute 
and curse us (Rom. 12:14). Is this a 
difficult thing for you and I to do? Yes, 
of course it is; however, it is essential 
that we forgive so that God can devel-
op our character. Satan’s objective is 
for us to lash out in anger toward our 
enemies, but God wants us to love 
those who come against us. Those 
who suffer according to God’s will 
should commit themselves to their 
Creator, who is faithful, and continue 
to do good (I Pet. 4:19). H
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Q. Why does my religious life seem 
so dry and powerless? When I first 
trusted Christ as my Saviour, I was 
excited about my faith and was pas-
sionate for Jesus. But now, years later, 
my faith seems stale. I’ve been doing 
all the right things such as going to 
church and tithing my money. What’s 
wrong?

A. When a believer experiences 
difficulties such as you describe, the 

How does the gospel empower the 
believer’s sanctification? Although the 
Scriptural teaching abounds on this 
point, certain passages are particu-
larly helpful. 

We read in II Peter 1:3-4, “According 
as his divine power hath given unto 
us all things that pertain unto life and 
godliness, through the knowledge of 
him that hath called us to glory and 
virtue: whereby are given unto us ex-
ceeding great and precious promises: 
that by these ye might be partakers of 
the divine nature, having escaped the 
corruption that is in the world through 
lust.” Then, in verses 5 through 7, 
the Apostle went on to exhort his 
audience to grow in such qualities as 
“virtue,” “patience,” “kindness,” and 
“charity.” 

However, in verse 9 we read, “But 
he that lacketh these things is blind, 
and cannot see afar off, and hath 
forgotten that he was purged from 
his old sins.” In other words, believ-
ers who are stalled in growth have 
forgotten the present realities and 
implications of the gospel on their 
lives. They no longer have a deep 
sense of their need for Christ’s grace 
and a gratefulness for what Christ 
has done to bring us forgiveness 
and adoption. By contrast, believers 
who are truly rooted in their identity 
in Christ will pursue holiness—not in 
order to gain more of God’s favor but 
to delight in knowing the God who 
loves them. 

Look at Colossians 3:1-4: “If ye 
then be risen with Christ, seek those 
things which are above, where Christ 
sitteth on the right hand of God. Set 
your affection on things above, not 
on things on the earth. For ye are 
dead, and your life is hid with Christ 
in God. When Christ, who is our 
life, shall appear, then shall ye also 
appear with him in glory” (emphasis 
added). This passage is placed at a 
critical juncture in the book of Colos-
sians. In the previous two chapters, 
the Apostle Paul had focused mainly 
on the doctrinal truths of the su-
premacy of Christ and the freedom 
found in the gospel. These are all 
statements of fact regarding what 
God has done for believers through 
His Son. 

Essentially, Paul reminded the Co-
lossians of the gospel; he preached it 
to them again. He then transitioned in 
chapter 3 to focus mainly on how the 

first thing to look into is whether he 
or she has lost sight of the glories of 
Christ in the gospel. What do I mean 
by this? The gospel is the power of 
God that is not just important for 
justification but also for the believer’s 
progressive sanctification, or growth 
in Christlikeness. When one loses 
sight of the gospel, he or she is likely 
to succumb to ritualism, legalism, 
and idolatry.

 One day a Baby came to earth—
His was a very lowly birth. 
 Upon the fragrant-smelling hay
The little holy Baby lay.

No pillows soft to rest His head,
 His cradle was a manger bed.
No room for Him within the inn—
 Yet up in Heaven once He’d been!

He left His glory and His throne; 
 Yet Him His people would not own. 
They cried, “Away with Him!” yet He 

 Forgave them, dying on the Tree.

Will you refuse Him room today, 
 And turn the Son of God away? 
Oh, may it not be true of you!
 If so, you’ll know not what you do! 

Do open wide your heart and say,
 “Come in, dear Lord; come in to 
  stay”;
Then Heaven’s door will open wide
 To gladly welcome you inside. H 

—Mabel Glenn Haldeman.

HAVE YOU ROOM for JESUS?

BiBle Bookmark

SOLUTION for SPIRITUAL DRYNESS
by Michael J. PeReRiRa 

(Continued on page 17)
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and guitar. Eventually, he attended 
Bob Jones University and became an 
accomplished church musician and 
composer.  

As a young man, Ron had respond-
ed to the conviction of the Holy Spirit 
through the Word of God. He rec-
ognized that he, like all of us, was a 
sinner, and his eternal destiny worried 
him. Romans 5:8—which tells us that 
even while we were sinners, Jesus 
Christ gave His life for us—offered him 
hope. He asked Jesus Christ to forgive 
his sin and take control of his life. The 
assurance that not only was heaven 
his home but that God would work 
all things for good in the meantime 
would undergird him in days to come  
(Hamilton).

RON Hamilton emerged from the 
 haze of anesthetic to hear his 

wife, Shelly, deliver the news: “The 
doctor found cancer. Your left eye is 
gone”  (Hamilton, Ron. How I Became 
a Pirate, Majesty Music).

Weeks of testing by a concerned 
eye doctor had led to that day in 1978. 
Yet the God who knows the way that 
His children take (Job 23:10) had or-
chestrated Ron’s whole life up to this 
pivotal pause in his career. 

Ron was born in Indiana in 1950 
and grew up in a home full of music. 
His dad often picked up his guitar 
and sang hymns with the children.  
Ron’s mom challenged him to study 
music, and although unenthusiastic 
at first, he learned trombone, piano, 

t estimonies oF F aith

REJOICE in the LORD
by MaRJoRie GoeRtzen

In 1975, Ron married a musical 
young woman named Shelly Gar-
lock, and the couple embarked on a 
ministry in music with Shelly’s father, 
Dr. Frank Garlock. Only a few years 
later, Ron found himself recovering 
from radical eye surgery and don-
ning a black eye patch. However, 
losing his eye was not a tragedy. Ron 
says, “I wanted to write a song to 
tell others how good God had been. 
So, a couple of days after I got out 
of the hospital, I opened my Bible to 
the book of Philippians and began 
to weave together this song to tell 
what God had done in our lives. And 
we called this song ‘Rejoice in the 
Lord.’” 

The lyrics of the song are: 
“God never moves without purpose 
or plan / When trying His servant 
and molding a man. / Give thanks 
to the Lord though your testing 
seems long; / In darkness He giveth 
a song. / I could not see through 
the shadows ahead; / So I looked 
at the cross of my Savior instead. 
/ I bowed to the will of the Master 
that day. / Then peace came and 
tears fled away. / Now I can see 
testing comes from above; / God 
strengthens His children and purges 
in love. / My Father knows best, and 
I trust in His care; / Through purging 
more fruit I will bear. / Chorus: O 
rejoice in the Lord.  He makes no 
mistake. / He knoweth the end of 
each path that I take. / For when I 
am tried and purified, I shall come 
forth as gold” (www.majestymusic.
com/about-majesty-music).

As Ron and Shelly continued their 
ministry with Ron’s father-in-law, chil-
dren pointed and exclaimed to dis-
comfited parents, “Look, Mom! There 
goes a pirate!” (Hamilton). The chil-
dren in his home church nicknamed 
him “Patch the Pirate.” Ron embraced 
the new name and new identity, and 
the Lord has used both to involve Ron 
and Shelly and their five children in a 
worldwide ministry to families (www.
patchthepirate.org).

“Patch the Pirate” (Ron Hamilton)
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Colossians should live in light of the 
gospel. However, notice that all the 
imperatives (commands) are rooted in 
the indicatives (statements of fact) of 
the gospel. The Colossians’ new life 
in Christ was the basis and motivation 
for their pursuit of “those things which 
are above” (vs. 1). Christ is their life, 
the one who satisfies them, unites 
them to Himself, and connects them 
to God in fellowship. Because of this 

glorious inheritance, believers are to 
put to death wickedness and put on 
righteousness. The gospel continual-
ly grounds believers in the reality of 
God’s saving work so they may live 
accordingly.

Only the message of the gospel 
can inspire the joy-filled, obedient 
life of the Christian. When we delight 
in Christ and all we have in Him, our 
soul’s deepest longings are satisfied, 

and we obey Christ in joy and grateful-
ness. The Christian never moves past 
the gospel, only deeper into 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).

Solution for Spiritual Dryness

(Continued from page 15)

Ron and Shelly wrote the first “Patch 
the Pirate” recording in 1981. Though 
they originally thought it would be 
the only one, they have answered 
the requests of both children and 
parents by producing a new musi-
cal adventure every year since then. 
Letters and phone calls reveal ways 
in which the Lord has used Patch the 
Pirate to eternally impact children’s 
lives. Adults say they trusted Christ as 
their Saviour as children, listening to 
Peewee’s prayer in “Patch the Pirate 
Goes to Space.” Some relate that the 
Lord used “Patch the Pirate Goes to 
the Jungle” to burden their hearts to 
serve Him on the mission field when 
they grew up (www.youtube.com/
watch?v=AQaoVAL7cvA). 

Hope rejuvenates our souls. Both 
the lyrics of the song and the tes-
timony of Ron Hamilton infuse our 
perspective with hope. Some of us 
may never understand in this life the 
intentions of God in redirecting us, as 
the Hamilton family saw in the loss of 

Ron’s eye. However, we can all find 
stability in the truths of Scripture, the  
only sure foundation of our hope.

“Rejoice in the Lord” reminds us of 
Philippians 3:1 and 4:4. John MacAr-
thur described our joy as “unrelated to 
the circumstances of life, but related 
to an unassailable, unchanging rela-
tionship to the sovereign Lord.” (The 
MacArthur Study Bible, Thomas Nel-
son). That sphere of joy never chang-
es, no matter how much the earth may 
shake around us.

As one line of the song states, “In 
darkness He giveth a song.” The song 
in the night is a “prayer unto the God 
of my life,” as Psalm 42:8 puts it, giv-
ing thanks for His unfailing love and 
faithfulness.

Hebrews 12:1-13 encourages us in 
our trials to remember Jesus’ sacrifice 
for us and to submit to our Father’s 
discipline as coming from a heart of 
deep love. It is like what Ron wrote in 
the song: “So I looked at the cross of 
my Savior instead. / I bowed to the will 

of the Master that day. / . . . Now I can 
see testing comes from above; God 
strengthens His children and purges 
in love.”  

The last line of the third verse states, 
“Through purging more fruit I will bear.”  
Jesus assures us in John 15:1-4 that 
God has a particular end in view—our 
Christlikeness and our fruitfulness—
and He is carefully crafting our circum-
stances to achieve that end.  

The ending line of the chorus rings, 
“He knoweth the end of each path that 
I take. For when I am tried and purified, 
I shall come forth as gold.”  These 
allusions to Job 23:10 and I Peter 1:7 
promise that we are not forgotten by 
God, and that testing is intended to 
refine not only our character but our 
faith, which is more precious to God 
than gold.  

Ron’s life illustrates that what we 
perceive to be a disaster may ac-
tually be God’s redirection to new 
avenues of fruitfulness. In this we can 
rejoice. H
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WHAT could a wealthy school 
 teacher and a real estate agent 

do to make a difference for eternity? 
God had a plan for Colonel George 
Clarke and Sarah Clarke.

Sarah was born in New York in 1835 
to a wealthy family. She longed to be-
come a Christian, but it was not until 
age twenty that she finally learned 
to give her heart to God. She taught 
school for several years. One day, 
while she was arranging an elaborate 
decoration for her home in Waterloo, 
Iowa, the Lord spoke this question to 
her heart: What are you doing to dec-
orate your heavenly home?

Sarah felt convicted. She knew she 
needed to tell people the good news 
of the gospel. She moved to Chicago 
and delighted in helping meet the 
needs of the poor and telling them 
about Christ. Soon she started a mis-
sion Sunday school. 

Sarah married Colonel George R. 
Clarke, a prominent realtor and Civil War 
veteran. They could have lived a life of 
ease amid high society. Indeed, Col. 
Clarke was more interested in making 
money than dealing with the home-
less. While away on a business trip out 
west, he was convicted by the Lord that 
people mattered more than money. So 
when he returned home, in spite of their 
wealth, the Clarkes worked together to 
reach the “down-and-outers” for Christ.

Col. Clarke was not known for his 
preaching abilities. He was a business-
man, not a trained minister. His wife 
prayed as he preached. God used him 
to spread the gospel, and many came 
to know the Lord through the Clarkes.

In 1877, the couple opened the first 
rescue mission in that region of the  
United States. Word spread on the 
streets that all were welcome to come 
in from the cold and sit by the warm, 
pot-bellied stove. The tiny storefront 
had backless benches to seat up to 
forty people. Its walls were decorated 
with biblical sayings, such as “God is 
love.” Col. Clarke often spoke from 
John 3:16, his favorite passage.

Men who were heavily drunk came. 

t estimonies oF F aith

BRINGING LIGHT to DARKNESS
by JuDy caRlsen

Others who wanted to cause trouble 
also came, but Mrs. Clarke had a talent 
for calming them down. The space may 
have been tiny, but God was still work-
ing in and through it. The couple saw 
many converted from the darkness of 
sin to the light of God’s saving grace. 

Three years later, the mission moved 
to a larger building, which had been 
formerly called the Pacific Beer Gar-
den. Evangelist D. L. Moody visited and 
suggested the Clarkes drop the word 
“beer” and add “mission” at the end. 
God literally converted this place of 
darkness to a light for the community.

In fact, from that time on, Pacific 
Garden Mission has been known as 
“The Old Lighthouse.” Mr. Moody 
often preached there. The Clarkes 
began using their Gospel Wagon, a 
horse-drawn wagon from which the 
mission workers preached. The work-
ers on the wagon sang and testified of 
how God had changed their lives.

One young man, Billy Sunday, was 
a professional baseball player for the 
Chicago White Stockings. After being 
convicted of his sin while listening to 
the Gospel Wagon workers, he quit his 
baseball career. He traveled all over 
the world as an evangelist. 

Another man, Mel Trotter, was on 
his way to a bridge to commit suicide 
because he felt he was a hopeless al-
coholic. But the Gospel Wagon came 
by. The rescue workers invited him to 
come to the mission to hear how God 
could change him. Not only did Mr. 
Trotter trust in Christ as his Saviour, 
but he also later became the super-
intendent of the mission. He helped 
begin almost seventy other rescue 
missions across the United States.

Eventually the Clarkes both went 
home to glory, but their mission still 
continues on Chicago’s south side to 
this day.

In 1923, the mission moved to a larg-
er building just south of The Loop. The 
area was known for its large homeless 
population and drug addiction epi-
demic. Many murders occurred there, 
but still the mission flourished. 

Over the years, Pacific Garden Mis-
sion added a servicemen’s center, a 
medical and dental clinic, and a min-
istry specifically to help women and 
children. The basic homeless shelter 
for men continued.

In 1950, the mission started produc-
ing the “Unshackled!” radio drama that 
tells the many stories of those who have 
passed through the mission. It has be-
come the longest-running radio drama 
in the US and has been translated into 
multiple languages.

During the 1980s and 90s, the mis-
sion added the Old Lighthouse Re-
demption Choir, jail and hospital min-
istries, and a Bible Academy program 
to train men and women for ministry. 
A career development program helps 
residents learn marketable skills to 
find employment and break the cycle 
of poverty and homelessness. 

When a local high school need-
ed the mission’s building to expand 
their facilities, Pacific Garden Mission 
agreed to move about one mile south-
west of the State Street location.

Groundbreaking for the new facility 
took place on November 16, 2005, on 
South Canal Street. A local architect, 
Stanley Tigerman, agreed to design the 
new building. He had just completed a 
Holocaust Museum in suburban Skokie. 
In 2007, the new 156-thousand-square-
foot facility was dedicated. 

The present mission building can 
accommodate one thousand in bunks 
and another four hundred on cold 
winter nights. The Mission feeds one 
thousand eight hundred people each 
meal every day. Like a city within its 
walls, it has laundry areas, libraries, 
a barber shop and beauty salon, two 
gymnasiums, and a six-hundred-seat 
auditorium for chapel services. 

To top it all (literally), the roof of the 
building has greenhouses in which 
vegetables and fruit are grown. These 
help to provide food for the mission 
tables, and they give residents valu-
able work opportunities as well. The 
city of Chicago was so impressed by 
the mission’s “green” roof that they 
awarded it a Mayor’s Greenworks 
award in 2008. The architect also re-
ceived awards for architectural excel-
lence and for community vision.

In 1877, when the little rescue mis-
sion welcomed people off the street, 
the Clarkes stepped out in faith. God 
used this mission to bring light into the 
darkness of Chicago. H
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THE Bible is full of people who  
 endured suffering for the sake of 

God’s glory. A significant portion of 
the Bible describes how we should 
respond to suffering and think of its 
spiritual benefits. However, these les-
sons can sometimes feel alien to us 
in twenty-first-century America for 
the reason that many of us live lives 
of comfort and ease. This does not 
mean that we are not acquainted with 
suffering or that living in an affluent 
country means we cannot learn to 
suffer well, but it is clear that we do 
not typically suffer in the same ways 
that Christians in countries with more 
intense persecution do. 

Though we should be thankful for 
this, as it is a display of God’s mercy, 
we also must realize that a life of ma-
terial prosperity comes with its own 
challenges. While suffering can be 
detrimental to your faith if you allow it 
to cause you to sink into despair, God 
often uses it to increase a Christian’s 
dependence on Him. 

What is truly detrimental about pros-
perity is that it can pacify Christians 
with religion that is missing conviction, 
lull individuals into a false sense of 
security, and cause believers to be 
content with the mere appearance of 
Christianity, thus making them inef-
fective in the good works God has set 
before them. So how can Americans 
be sure to glorify God not only in our 
suffering but also in our modern, per-
secution-free lives?

First, the church must expect its 
members to grow. When we join in 
fellowship, Christians should push 
each other in their faith (Prov. 27:17). 
You can observe a growing apathetic 
mentality in young people who grow 
up in the church, as they often aban-
don their faith. As God’s people, we 
must be sure to spur each other on 
and disciple our youth, taking advan-
tage of our prosperity by making sure 
we continue to pursue God with the 
resources available to us. 

Paul compares the Christian life to 
running a race. He urges us to run 
to obtain the prize (I Cor. 9:24). This 
means that we must push each other 
and ourselves to be “temperate in all 
things” (vs. 25) and goal-oriented in-
stead of purposelessly meandering in 

THE DANGER of PROSPERITY
by MeGan hickman

our Christian walk (vs. 26). The church 
must be intentional as a body of believ-
ers that ministers to and encourages 
one another. We must always be sen-
sitive to God’s Word in our churches, 
allowing it to penetrate our hearts as 
we see ourselves for what we are—a 
group of sinners in need of the Lord. 

Prosperity also causes us to feel 
safe, which makes us less dependent 
on the Lord. When you endure suffer-
ing, it is like training for a race at alti-
tude: a higher altitude makes it more 
difficult for you to run, but by running 
in more difficult conditions, you are 
actually making your body stronger. 
But when we live in prosperity, we 
often fall into laziness. We compare 
ourselves to those around us, thinking 
we’re “good enough” instead of see-
ing ourselves in light of the untouch-
able holiness of God. 

Feeling safe is not bad in itself, but 
we are supposed to rely on the Lord 
as our refuge (Ps. 46:1). If we do this, 
we will be able to endure when suffer-
ing does come because we have not 
relied on our circumstances for peace 
but on the Lord, who never chang-
es. We must not become trapped in 
worldly thinking because of our com-
forts and satisfaction with appearing 
“good enough.” Christ is always call-
ing us to perfection. 

Even when we are not enduring 
suffering, we still have a responsibility 
to defend our hearts against apathy 
and remain proactive and passionate 
about Christ’s work. Once the devil 
has lost his grip on our souls, he will 
do his best to dampen our witness 
for Christ, making us ineffective for 
the kingdom. If Christians embrace 
the fact that their purpose in life is 
not complete without struggle and 
discomfort, they will also be able to 
be outstanding testimonies to the 
transformation of God’s grace. 

God calls us to serve with humility 
the people whom He has put into 
our lives (cf. Mark 12:31; Phil. 2:3-4), 
give financially to those who have 
dedicated their lives to missions 
(cf. II Cor. 9:7), pray for the needs 
of others, and always be thankful 
for what He has given us (cf. Col. 
4:2; I Thess. 5:18). We have been 
redeemed for good works that glorify 

God. Not only should we do them, 
but we should also be zealous to do 
them (Eph. 2:10; Titus 2:14). We have 
to cling to Christ and run the race set 
before us. 

This being said, all Christians strug-
gle with giving all areas of their lives 
to Christ. Even the Apostle Paul re-
vealed, “For the good that I would I do 
not” (Rom. 7:19). However, you must 
come to a place of submission to Christ 
where you are willing to struggle with 
sin out of love for Him and His sacrifice. 
Though we sometimes feel self-reli-
ant, we must still be sure to condition 
ourselves for God’s good work and 
depend on Him to give us the strength 
to do it. We must use God’s blessings 
for a purpose and prepare not only for 
the trials that lie ahead but also for all 
that God has called us to in life.  

Our effectiveness in the world hing-
es on our focus. Hebrews 12:2 says 
that we must always be “looking unto 
Jesus the author and finisher of our 
faith.” As we focus on drawing closer 
to Christ, which includes increasingly 
understanding who He is and lov-
ing others in His name, the Spirit will 
transform us into the people God 
wants us to be. At the point of sal-
vation, Christ’s work in us has just 
begun. We must embrace the struggle 
against our flesh and the discomfort of 
passion. Love is often uncomfortable; 
it requires sacrifice. But love and pas-
sion for Christ are what life is all about. 

We can glorify God for our prosper-
ity by praising Him for His blessings. 
However, if we worship those blessings 
instead of the Lord, prosperity can be 
the crutch that causes us to fall short 
of the calling of Christ, to trust in our 
comforts for security, and to be content 
with just looking like believers instead 
of truly pursuing the work that Christ 
has set before us. Let us pray that the 
Lord transforms our hearts to be zeal-
ous for good works—not that we might 
be perfect but that we might have a 
purposeful heart. Then each day we 
can say, “This one thing I do, forgetting 
those things which are behind, and 
reaching forth unto those things which 
are before, I press toward the mark for 
the prize of the high calling of God in 
Christ Jesus” (Phil. 3:13-14). 

The Bible acknowledges that we will 
never reach perfection on this side of 
eternity. But we pursue Christ as the 
ultimate prize, confident that He will 
keep us from stumbling and that we 
will see Him face-to-face at last.  H
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many of us the gift to read and write 
for a reason. He knows that written 
words, unlike spoken words, place 
us in the position to reread the text 
as many times as necessary. Written 
words allow us to search for what is in 
alignment with God’s truth and what 
is not. Once that wisdom is revealed, 
God does not just want us to keep it 
to ourselves; He wants us to continue 
to share it with others. Deuteronomy 
11:18-20 supports that thought. In 
that passage, God tells us to “lay up 
these my words in your heart . . . and 
bind them for a sign upon your hand” 
(vs. 18). He goes on to say that we 
should “write them upon the door 
posts of [our] house, and upon [our] 
gates” (vs. 20).

We have been blessed with the gift 
of living in a time when we can impact 
so many lives with the truth of God’s 
Word just by clicking a button. Not 
only do we have the ability to keep 
journals and write letters but we also 
now have the means to do so through 
electronic means. We have e-mail, 
BlogSpot, Facebook, texting, Twitter, 
Instagram, Snapchat, and other social 
media platforms. 

These methods can be overwhelm-
ing; however, through them God can 
use us to reach people right around 
the corner or in places we may never 
be able to afford to go. Who knows? 
He may open up an entire mission 
field in India, Africa, the Middle East, 
and other oppressed areas around 
the world. I know this because He has 
done it for me.

Through the Internet, we have the 
opportunity to pray immediately for 
the needs of others—not just say we 
will pray but to send them a prayer that 
they will have in written form. They 
can refer back to it when they need 
encouragement. We have the ability to 
give an answer to hurting people who 
cannot understand why it is that we 
would find peace in the midst of un-
imaginable circumstances. We can be 
that kind word given to someone who 
has just experienced loss or pain. We 

LOOKING back on my journey with 
 the Lord, I realized that there 

were many times along the way that 
He was making His presence known 
to me long before I knew Him. He 
used His creation, music, the kind-
ness of strangers, relationships with 
neighbors, and even television and 
movies to draw me to Him. How-
ever, the greatest pulls toward Him 
always came from written words. 
These words came from letters of en-
couragement from family and friends. 
They were found in books and stud-
ies. I found some of these words as 
I reflected on the raw feelings and 
emotions that I had written in the 
countless journals that I have kept 
over the years. The most important 
words, however, came from God Him-
self in His Scriptures.

All throughout Scripture, God has 
woven the testimonies of lives well 
lived as well as the consequences of 
allowing our pride to be our guide. As 
I prepare to expand on this, I would 
like to first share some of the important 

lessons I have learned over the years 
of my ministry through writing. 

Throughout my journey, I have en-
countered half-truths and deception. 
If you are going to minister through 
writing, remember that your words, 
once released, are there forever. 
Make sure to be faithful to the truth 
of God’s Word. Pray for wisdom and 
discernment. Ask God to use the Holy 
Spirit to guide you in the way of truth 
and to keep your words, thoughts, 
and deeds pure. In doing so, you will 
have opened the door for humility to 
be your guide. Do not be afraid to 
admit your mistakes along the way; 
transformation is a journey, and we 
are prone to getting it wrong some-
times. Above all, confess your mis-
takes immediately after the Holy Spirit 
reveals the issue. God can redeem 
the work, but ignoring the issue, no 
matter how small, can do harm by 
leading to a version of the gospel that 
is not God’s. Now, with that being 
said, let us continue.

God, in His infinite wisdom, gave 

missions

WITNESSING THROUGH WRITING
by C. Ramsey
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can be the encouragement needed as 
we join in the celebration of victories 
along the way. This form of media 
also allows us to share the truth of 
God’s Word with those who may not 
have immediate access to learning 
materials, pastors in church, or other 
believers due to their station in life or 
the country they live in.

We should not make the Internet 
our only source of written encour-
agement, however. There are many 
people who do not have access to it 
and who we interact with every day. 
Some of these people we work with, 
live with, or encounter at other times 
in our lives. There are others that 
God will only give us one chance to 
impact. How can we do this? One 
way could be preparing in advance 
cards or little notes that you carry 
with you and pass along as the Holy 
Spirit leads. Examples of this may 
be thank-you cards and prewritten 
prayers on index cards. You might 
even write small thank-you notes 
of encouragement on the bottom of 
receipts. We just do not know the 
impact that God will orchestrate—
not only for the person who receives 
these written words but also for 
those with whom they are shared.

I believe that many around us 
would benefit if each of us could just 
understand this one important fact. 
God has redeemed each of us, and 
we are a part of His story on this earth 
for however long He decides we will 
have breath. This life we live should 
be lived with purpose, and that pur-
pose should not be to accumulate 
wealth and things but to win souls for 
His kingdom. 

Every single name, story, nation, and 
event in the Bible involves real people 
like you and me living real lives. Every 
one of those books in the Bible was 
inspired by God, as they were written 
at various times throughout history by 
many authors. Those writings were 
found at various times through history, 
and God wove them together into the 
Scripture we now read as one story: 
the story of God’s redemptive plan for 
His creation through His Son, the Lord 
Jesus Christ.

When we begin to see our lives as 
opportunities to allow God to use us 
as witnesses, we can begin to under-
stand that what we do now is not just 
about us; it is about how God is going 
to use what we leave behind to impact 
the generations to come. My life has 

become about the fact that I believe 
God is going to continue to change 
the lives of my family tree. I am a first 
generation Christian. Up until I trusted 
in Christ as my Saviour, I was in bond-
age to the feelings, emotions, and 
detrimental behavior that come from 
being raised in a home where there 
was physical, emotional, and sexual 
abuse. Those generational curses run 
deep, but God is allowing restoration 
and a new direction for the future 
generations in my family and for those 
who choose to trust Jesus to be Lord 
of their lives.

 The words that I wrote in my per-
sonal journals, in my prayer journals, 
the words that I posted on my blog, 
shared on social media, and all of 
the articles and devotions that I’ve 
shared—all of these will be used to 
impact the lives of not only future 
generations in my family but also the 
lives of others. It makes every bit of 
the pain of the journey worth doc-
umenting because I know that just 
like the Scriptures have given me the 
courage to stand up and proclaim the 
truth, these words will do the same 
for someone else. They will come to 
know that they are not alone, that God 
sees them and loves them deeply, and 
that He is ready, willing, and able to 
redeem and transform their lives into 
more than they could have ever asked 
or imagined.

So if you find yourself saying, 
“There is no way I can do this,” let me 
encourage you by saying, “Yes, you 
can.” I once felt the same way. I am 
just a nobody from nowhere by the 
world’s standards, and that is quite all 
right with me. I love being an ordinary 
woman blessed by an extraordinary 
God, who has redeemed me from a 
life of bondage and sin. God contin-
ues to give me words coupled with 
the courage to share them for His 
glory. I may not even know the impact 
they will have on this side of glory, 
and I am fine with that. 

God promised Abraham that the 
number of his family members would 
be more numerous than the stars in 
the sky and the grains of sand on the 
seashore, yet He was not around to 
count them. Moses got to see the 
Promised Land but did not get to en-
ter. The apostles began a ministry to 
share the gospel with the world, yet 
they did not see the full measure of 
its impact because it still continues 
to grow today, which is due to their 

writings that are a part of the most 
widely read and sought-after book 
throughout the world: the Bible. 

If God is calling you to share your 
story, then trust Him and share it. If 
you are concerned about whether or 
not you are qualified, allow me to en-
courage you. I have no formal college 
English degree. As a matter of fact, I 
have only a high school diploma and 
a law enforcement degree (which I do 
not even use) from a career center. I 
began by blogging just to gain experi-
ence and then stepped out in faith by 
contacting different publications for 
writing opportunities. Trial and error, 
along with a lot of encouragement 
from my spiritual family and friends, 
have helped me to develop my writing 
skills over the years.

One final parting note: it is import-
ant to remember that no two writers 
write alike, God has gifted each of us 
with a different perspective due to 
our family ties, backgrounds, areas 
we live in, and cultures. Take, for ex-
ample, the different writing styles in 
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Each 
of them shared the same story about 
Jesus from different perspectives. Be 
encouraged by that, and be ready to 
share as the Lord leads you. 

One’s style may be to share one’s 
stories through fictional characters. 
Another person may share through 
facts and time lines. Others may be 
gifted in doing both. Some writers 
share through poetry, devotions, a 
quick line or two, or thousands of pag-
es. The fact remains that God would 
not have given us different styles if He 
was not aware that the readers would 
have different preferences. Whatever 
preference of writing style you have 
does not matter; what matters is what 
you are doing with it. 

Be willing to use your gift to build 
others up because too many people 
tear each other down. Allow God to 
transform your hurts into healing for 
both you and someone else who is 
experiencing a similar situation. Let 
God use you to teach someone else 
how to forgive as you walk through 
the struggle of forgiving another. Be 
God’s voice of encouragement to 
someone who is feeling inadequate 
because they can only hear the voice 
of the world telling them who they 
think they are rather than who God 
says they are. I am confident that 
your writing, together with God’s Holy 
Spirit, will make an impact. H 
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Q. Is a believer’s salvation eternal?  
A. When discussing salvation, I use 

the term “God’s salvation” instead of 
“his salvation,” for the believer’s sal-
vation is what God gives him through 
faith in Jesus Christ. Salvation is God’s 
gift to the believer.

Here are some points about the eter-
nal life Christians have in Jesus Christ. 

First, God’s salvation is His salva-
tion. “For God so loved the world, that 
he gave his only begotten Son, that 
whosoever believeth in him should not 
perish, but have everlasting life” (John 
3:16). It is why David penned, “Salva-
tion belongeth unto the LoRD” (Ps. 3:8). 
Revelation 7:10 reads, “And cried with 
a loud voice, saying, Salvation to our 
God which sitteth upon the throne, 
and unto the Lamb.”  

Obviously, but important enough to 
repeat more than once, this means 
that God’s salvation is not man’s 
idea. We have a lot of ideas about 
life and religion, but it is not anything 
like God’s salvation for the believer in  
Jesus Christ.  Some today flat out re-
ject God’s salvation. Others try to dis-
tort God’s salvation in Christ by saying 
His salvation is exemplary, meaning 
God’s salvation is just a good example 
of how we are to live moral lives like 
Christ and be willing to serve others 
with the unconditional love that He 
displayed. God’s salvation, then, would 
have nothing to do with the substitu-
tionary death of Christ to pay the pen-
alty for one’s sin of breaking God’s law. 

Second, God’s salvation for the be-
liever is grounded in God and His Word, 
not the believer’s competencies to keep 
His word. Jesus taught in John 10:28-
29, “And I give unto them eternal life; 
and they shall never perish, neither shall 
any man pluck them out of my hand. My 
Father, which gave them me, is greater 
than all; and no man is able to pluck 
them out of my Father’s hand.”  Also, 
Scripture is clear that God cannot lie.  
His word is always trustworthy (Heb. 
6:18). The believer is secure in Christ!

Third, the believer is sealed by the 
Holy Spirit until the day of redemption 
(Eph. 1:13-14). That means the Holy 
Spirit, who lives in the believer (I Cor. 
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Butterfield, Rosaria Champagne. The Secret 
Thoughts of an Unlikely Convert: Expanded 
Edition. Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: Crown 
& Covenant Publications, 2014.

Not many American Christians 
would describe their conversion ex-
perience as a train wreck or an alien 
abduction, which is perhaps why the 
American church needs testimonies 
like this. In an era when competing 
visions of what the American church 
is (the country club) and what it 
ought to be (the hospital and home) 
strive against each other, testimo-
nies such as Mrs. Butterfield’s are 
sorely needed.

As a radical feminist, lesbian uni-
versity professor, Rosaria Cham-
pagne had a comfortable life within 
her LGBTQ community until she un-
expectedly became friends with an el-
derly pastor and his wife. What made 
the difference between their witness 
and the homophobic, picketing “wit-
ness” of all the Christians she had met 
up until then? Her conversion is not 
your average homeschooling pastor’s 
wife’s story. The expanded edition 
includes additional valuable resources 
and insights.

Butterfield, Rosaria Champagne. Openness 
Unhindered. Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: 
Crown & Covenant Publications, 2015.

The end of the book of Acts records 
the Apostle Paul living in Rome and 
teaching all who came to him with un-
hindered openness. This image sets 
the stage for Rosaria Butterfield to 
open the theme of her second book: a 
deeper look into sexual sin. 

But do not make the mistake of 
thinking this book is meant only for 
those struggling with sexual sin—
Rosaria’s observations on identity 
and repentance apply to all Chris-
tians. It is at once a wake-up call to 
the American church to change how 
we view and relate to those who sin 
differently than we do as well as an 
unspoken plea to examine ourselves 
and repent of our own sins—but not 
alone. 

Heartfelt, unflinching, compassion-
ate, this book is water for the dry and 
thirsty. H

—Anastasia Wilson.
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GOD’S ETERNAL SALVATION
by Paul R. bawDen

6:19-20), is the guarantee on the believ-
er’s life that he will arrive in the Lord’s 
presence after this life or go with the 
Lord if He returns first.  

When a believer lives sinfully, he los-
es fellowship with his Lord. That is why 
I John 1:9 makes it clear that a person 
will sin as a follower of Christ but that 
as the believer confesses his sin to 
God, He is faithful and just to forgive 
him and to cleanse him from all unrigh-
teousness. He is “kept by the power 
of God through faith unto salvation”  
(I Pet. 1:5).  When the believer sins, he 
needs to confess that sin to the Lord 
to regain his fellowship with Him so he 
can go on serving God with joy. The 
believer is always secure in the Lord.  
He is always God’s son.

I like to use the illustration of my 
relationship with my father. I was al-
ways his son even though he had to 
discipline me when I did wrong while 
growing up. So with the believer, he is 
always the Father’s son (Rom. 8:14) 
even though he disobeys him at times 
and God may have to discipline him 
(Heb. 12:4-11). 

Fourth, the believer is given the 
assurance in God’s Word that noth-
ing can separate him from the love 
of Christ Jesus regardless of what 
happens to him (Rom. 8:38-39). The 
indwelling Spirit of God bears witness 
with his spirit that he belongs to the 
Lord (Rom. 8:16-17).

Fifth, what about the believer who 
doesn’t grow in the Lord’s grace and 
knowledge—does he really possess 
God’s salvation? The answer to this 
question is found in Jesus’ parable of 
the sower and seed (Mark 4:1-20).  As 
Jesus explained, the first three individ-
uals received the word of God, but no 
fruit was produced in their lives.  The 
fourth person had fruit in his life, which 
is the fruit of the Holy Spirit (Gal. 5:22-
23) and indicates that the person has 
received God’s salvation.  That’s why 
Jesus taught that by their fruits you shall 
know them (Matt. 7:16-20). A person 
who claims to possess God’s salvation 
and gives no evidence of His fruit or 
the likeness of Christ in his life needs 

(Continued on page 24)
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THE Oxford Dictionaries Word of  
 the Year 2017 was “youthquake.” 

It was a rather unusual choice, but one 
that necessarily reflects Western Civili-
zation’s obsession with “staying young.” 
But the choice presumably goes deeper 
than that, for the term is defined as 
meaning “a significant cultural, political, 
or social change arising from the ac-
tions or influence of young people.” It 
represents the awakening of millennials 
striving for change. 

Indeed, Great Britain’s Prime Min-
ister, Theresa May, used the term in 
describing the huge turnout of young 
voters as they rallied behind Labour 
Party leader Jeremy Corbyn. The term 
was coined in 1965 by Vogue editor 
Diana Vreeland, who used it to high-
light changes young people drove in 
the fashion and music industries.  

The Oxford Dictionaries’ choice 
highlights an important development 
to which the church of Jesus Christ 
must pay attention—the youth culture 
is changing right along with Western 
Civilization. Statistics can only tell us 
so much, and no given study is perfect 
or completely accurate, but they can 
give us valuable insights into how the 
current generation lives.

In February 2018, the Barna Re-
search group published an important 
report on “Gen Z,” the label now being 
used to capture the distinctives of the 
generation born between 1999 and 
2015 (“Gen Z: Your Questions An-
swered,” www.barna.com/research,  
6 February 2018). Other generational 
labels are: Boomers (born 1946 to 
1964); Gen X (born 1965 to 1983); 
and Millennials (born 1984 to 1998). 
Priorities change for each generational 
group, especially in the areas of ed-
ucation and friendships, which tend 
to be more important at a younger 
age, while career and family become 
more important as Americans move 
into adulthood. Gen Z represents 
how rapidly things are changing in 
terms of priorities. Over the last fifty 
years, technological advancements, 
demographic changes, an increas-

ingly post-Christian environment and 
political realties have apparently all 
contributed to a rather radical cultural 
shift evidenced by Gen Z.  

The Barna Research group discov-
ered several salient findings. First of 
all, Gen Z is the most diverse genera-
tion Barna has observed in American 
history. Gen Z racial minorities are 
substantially more likely than white 
teens to consider their race or ethnicity 
important to their sense of self. When 
it comes to perceptions of the church, 
African-American and Hispanic teens 
are more likely than white teens to 
choose church-themed activities that 
focus on community and diversity. 

Second, the problem of evil is a ma-
jor barrier to faith for non-Christian 
teens. Other barriers to faith include: 
“Christians are hypocrites” (23%); “I 
believe science refutes too much of 
the Bible” (20%); “I don’t believe in fairy 
tales” (19%); and “there are too many 
injustices in Christianity” (15%). Among 
those who say attending church is not 
important to them, three out of five 
Christian teens say, “I find God else-
where” (67%), while the same propor-
tion of non-Christians says “church is 
not relevant to me personally” (64%).  

The “Faith Segments” statistics of 
Gen Z are rather surprising:

9% Engaged Christian
33% Church Christian
16% Unchurched Christian
7% Other Faith
34% No religious affiliation
It appears that for Gen Z, family is 

not a priority. Personal achievement 
(education or professional) and hob-
bies and pastimes are more important 
to Gen Z’s identity than family back-
ground. In all other generation groups, 
family ranks at the top. Religious belief 
is also less influential with Gen Z. For 
Gen Z people, only one in five wants to 
get married. Although it is not certain, it 
appears that this refocusing of identity 
away from family is the continuation of 
a descending generational trend.

Achievement is significant for Gen 
Z, both to their sense of self and for 

their ultimate goals, particularly their 
education, career, and achieving fi-
nancial independence. Barna argues 
that this emphasis on career presents 
an opportunity for the church to en-
gage in what could be called “voca-
tional discipleship”—teaching about 
the integration of faith and occupation, 
helping them to better understand the 
concept of calling and emphasizing 
the meaning and theological signifi-
cance of work. 

In summarizing additional research 
on Gen Z, The Economist (13 January 
2018, pp. 53-54) adds several important 
insights about this emerging generation 
in Western Civilization. Preliminary evi-
dence indicates that Gen Z is not as ac-
tive in drinking alcoholic beverages and 
not as prone to experiment with drugs.  

Technology has obviously changed 
this generation’s behavior. Gen Z mem-
bers are heavy Internet users, spending 
an average of 146 minutes each day 
online. Their world is the world of so-
cial media.  The personal smartphone 
explains this nearly addictive behavior 
online. Preliminary evidence also indi-
cates that technology is affecting the 
minds and emotional moods of Gen Z.  

Most profound in my opinion is that 
Gen Z seems to be the loneliest gen-
eration on record. Social isolation is a 
growing reality among Gen Z members, 
with some becoming “virtual hermits.” 
A correlation between technology (es-
pecially the smartphone and social 
media), which fosters radical personal 
autonomy, and this surge in loneliness 
seems obvious.

Those involved in ministry should 
pay some attention to these observa-
tions about Gen Z, for this is the next 
generation of leaders in our culture 
and in the church. Church leaders 
should be caring and compassionate 
yet unbending in their adherence to 
sound doctrine when reaching this 
generation for Christ. May God give 
us wisdom and enable us to be good 
stewards of the gospel as we seek to 
touch Gen Z with the truth about Jesus 
Christ. H

t imely t ips For Working With t eens

UNDERSTANDING TODAY’S YOUTH CULTURE
by James P. eckman, Ph.D
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IF someone called you a “stink bird,” 
  would you consider it a compli-

ment? Well, if you are the tropical bird 
known as the hoatzin (pronounced like 
“what-son”), you might. Why? Well, the 
odor that this amazing bird is known for 
is also a tribute to the unique features 
God the Creator gave it. But I will get to 
more of that in a moment.

The psalmist describes birds living 
by rivers that God provides (cf. Ps. 
104:10, 12). The hoatzin can be found 
around lakes and slow-moving rivers 
near the Amazon and Orinoco Rivers. 
The hoatzin makes its home in trees 
and bushes on the banks of these 
South American waterways all year 
long. These birds travel no farther than 
one-and-a-half miles from where they 
were born.

The hoatzin is about the size of a 
chicken at twenty-five inches long 
and weighs nearly two pounds. Both 
the males and females have similar 
features. And, oh boy, what unique 
features they are!

To start with, a hoatzin has a bright 
blue featherless face. Maybe God 
thought a blue face would be a nice 
setting for its brownish-red eyes. The 
look is quite striking.

Another feature on the hoatzin’s 
head is a cluster of long, spiky feathers 
called a crest.

The hoatzin has a long neck with 
dark brown feathers at the back and 

cream feathers on the throat. The 
feathers along its back, wings, and 
tail are dark brown with cream tips. 
The last row of feathers on the end of 
the wings and the feathers under the 
wings is a reddish-brown color. Finally, 
its long tail is stiff like a hawk’s tail.

The hoatzin lives in family groups of 
up to twelve birds. Using sticks, they 
build simple nests that rest in branch-
es that hang over the water. A female 
will lay one to three eggs at a time. 
It is not surprising that both parents 
build the nest, lay on the eggs to keep 
them warm, and feed the chicks. What 
is surprising is that other birds from 
the flock lend a helping wing when 
needed.

The chicks are born with two special 
traits the fully-grown hoatzins do not 
have. First, they are excellent swim-
mers. This ability comes in handy when 
a predator, such as a snake or monkey, 
threatens the nest. When in danger, 
the adult birds will make loud noises to 
scare the predator away. Meanwhile, 
the chicks jump into the water.

Once the danger passes, the sec-
ond trait comes in handy. The young 
birds have little claws on their wings. 
These claws act like hooks, and they 
help the chicks climb up the branches 
back to the nest.

Most birds spend a lot of time in 
trees. But the hoatzin is one of very few 
birds in the world that eats the leaves 

noah’s ark

THE HOATZIN
by Kelly hawveR

of trees. To get enough nutrients from 
this diet, the hoatzin has a special way 
of digesting its food. 

There is a special pouch in its throat 
where the chewed leaves mix with 
specialized bacteria. The bacteria 
break down the food into nutrients 
before it goes to the stomach. This is 
very similar to the way cows and sheep 
digest their food. This is the source of 
the hoatzin’s distinctive aroma, which 
is similar to fresh cow manure or hay.

It takes up to forty-five hours to 
completely digest its food. After a 
meal, the hoatzin needs help staying 
balanced on a branch because it is 
bloated. But no worries! God provided 
it with a little a bump on its breast-
bone. This acts like a kickstand when 
it leans against a horizontal branch.

Now that you know a little bit about 
a hoatzin, you understand that it is 
proud of its “stink bird” nickname be-
cause there is no other bird like it in all 
of God’s creation! H

to check up as to whether he is a true 
believer in and follower of Jesus Christ.

Finally, God’s salvation is eternal. The 
individual who believes in Christ here 
has eternal life now in time and for all 
eternity. Such is not just an amazing 
gift, it is absolutely an eternal gift. God 
never goes against His Word (cf. I John 
5:11-13). He is the definition of faithful-
ness. He loves the believer eternally and 
wants the best for him because He is 
always for him (cf. Rom. 8:31). The word 
“If” is also translated “Since” (“What 
shall we then say to these things? Since 
God be for us, who can be against us?”).

Knowing that God is always for him, 
the believer seeks to live in fellowship 
with his Lord, relying on the power of 
the indwelling Holy Spirit and living in 
the eternal life that came to him through 
God’s salvation.  All the while, God 
knows he is secure in the Lord as he 
serves Him with gladness and enthusi-
asm. There is no better life than that! H

Do you have a question you would 
like answered? Send it to: Counsel-
ing Corner, Union Gospel Press, P.O. 
Box 6059, Cleveland, Ohio 44101, or 
e-mail us at theoed@uniongospel 
press.com (subject line: Counseling 
Corner).

God’s Eternal Salvation

(Continued from page 22)
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Wit and Wisdom Quote-aBles

God’s Will

cartoons

“The way food prices are going 
up, it soon will be cheaper to eat the 
money.”

* * *

“Psychiatrist to patient: ‘You’re 
quite right. A man is following you 
constantly. He’s trying to collect the 
$200 you owe me.’”

* * *

“The person who thinks before he 
speaks is silent most of the time.”

* * *

“The four-year-old was out for a 
walk with his father. He was finding it 
quite a problem to keep up with the 
grown-up strides. ‘Am I walking too 
fast?’ asked the father. ‘No,’ panted 
the lad, ‘but I am!’ ”

* * *

Gregory Nunn (born 1955): “If you 
want to really know what your friends 
and family think of you, die broke, 
and then see who shows up for the 
funeral.”

* * *

Gerald F. Lieberman (1923-1986): 
“I can no longer bring myself to wish 
anyone a happy New Year. Not when 
I think of what would make them 
happy.”

* * *

Alan K. Simpson (born 1931): 
“Nothing is as hard to do gracefully 
as getting down off your high horse.”

* * *

Mark Twain (1835-1910): “It’s good 
sportsmanship to not pick up lost golf 
balls while they are still rolling.”

* * *

“Success comes before work only 
in the dictionary.” H

—compiled by Donna Poole.

Billy Graham (1918-2018): “To 
know the will of God is the highest of 
all wisdom.”

* * *

J. Hudson Taylor (1832-1905): “Do 
not have your concert first and tune 
your instruments afterward. Begin the 
day with God.”

* * *

“Do all the good you can, / By all the 
means you can, / In all the ways you 
can, / In all the places you can, / At all 
the times you can, / To all the people 
you can, / As long as you ever can.”

* * *

Helen Keller (1880-1968): “I am 
only one, but still I am one. I cannot 
do everything, but still I can do some-
thing. I will not refuse to do the some-
thing I can do.”

* * *

Elisabeth Elliot (1926-2015): 
“Jesus is our guide, and he himself 
is the way. . . . Logs have been laid 
and someone is there to help me 
walk on them. However, we don’t 
need to cross all of the logs at once. 
We take them as they come, and it 
is the same guide who helps us over 
each one.”

* * *

F. B. Meyer (1847-1929): “When 
we want to know God’s will, there are 
three things which always concur: the 
inward impulse, the Word of God, and 
the trend of circumstances. Never act 
until these three things agree.” 

* * *

B.B. McKinney (1886-1952): 
“Wherever He leads I’ll go.” H

—compiled by Donna Poole.
coPyRiGht Q 2015
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AYOUNG man was to be sentenced 
 to the penitentiary. The judge had 

known him from childhood, for he was 
well acquainted with his father—a fa-
mous legal scholar and the author of an 
exhaustive study. ‘Do you remember 
your father?’ asked the magistrate.

“ ‘I remember him well, your honor,’ 
came the reply. Then trying to probe 
the offender’s conscience, the judge 
said, ‘As you are about to be sen-
tenced, and as you think of your won-
derful dad, what do you remember 
most clearly about him?’ There was 
a pause. Then the judge received an 
answer he had not expected. 

“ ‘I remember when I went to him for 
advice. He looked up at me from the 
book he was writing and said, ‘Run 
along, boy; I’m busy!’ When I went 
to him for companionship, he turned 
me away, saying ‘Run along, son; this 
book must be finished!’

“ ‘Your honor, you remember him as a 
great lawyer. I remember him as a lost 
friend.’ The magistrate muttered to him-
self, ‘Alas! Finished the book, but lost 
the boy!’” (sermonillustrations.com).

In my mind and heart, being lost is 
intimately connected with distance. 
As I write this article, my wife, Sharon, 
and I have recently moved to Florida 
for our retirement years. Our move has 
placed us at a great geographical dis-
tance from our son and daughter and 
their families. This is the first time in 
our lives that we have not lived within 
one-half hour of our loved ones. 

The geographical distance that now 
separates me from my adult children is 
sometimes accompanied by a dread-
ful feeling of being lost. The spiritual 
enemy of my soul occasionally tempts 
me with the thought that I somehow 
might lose my children. I know that this 
thought is without basis; nevertheless, 
the struggle is frighteningly real. 

The remainder of this article deals 
with the relationship between distance 
and a father’s love. We will consider 
various types of distances and will 

dad’s den

THE IMPACT of DISTANCE  
on a FATHER’S LOVE

by Thomas R. chmuRa

conclude with what I believe is a bib-
lical principle saturated with victory 
that allows a father’s affectionate and 
emotional love to overcome any geo-
graphic distance and eliminate any 
devilish temptation of feeling lost.

VARIOUS TYPES OF DISTANCES 
We have already mentioned geo-

graphic distance. Whether it’s three 
hours away in the same state or thou-
sands of miles away in another coun-
try, many fathers struggle with the 
challenges of geographic distance. 
There are two other types of distances 
unconnected to geography that can 
negatively impact a father’s love.

Emotional distance is a real struggle 
for many earthly fathers. The effect 
of an emotionally unavailable father 
is devastating to children. When an 
earthly father emotionally distances 
himself from his sons and daugh-
ters, they both struggle with building 
healthy relationships. As daughters 
constantly seek affection and love 
and sons seek endorsing approval, 
children experience extreme difficulty 
establishing healthy relationships.

Another type of distance that affects 
a father’s love is spiritual in nature. 
Earthly fathers who have not estab-
lished a personal relationship with God 
the Father through Jesus Christ, His 
Son, by faith are impotent to draw their 
children into that eternal relationship. 

I plead with you, fathers; if you have 
not made a personal decision to con-
fess with your mouth Jesus as Lord 
and to believe in your heart that God 
has raised Him from the dead (Rom. 
10:9-10), do not hesitate any longer 
to make the decision that results in 
forgiven sins and a life that never ends!

A VICTORIOUS PATERNAL  
PRINCIPLE

I believe with all my heart and soul 
that the practice of a father blessing 
his children can establish and demon-
strate a father’s love and overcome 

any geographic distance, eliminating 
any devilish temptation of feeling lost.

My totally honest testimony is that I 
was sitting in a local fast-food restau-
rant one morning thinking about how 
I could be spiritually victorious and 
offer my children a father’s love that 
was saturated with authentic, heartfelt 
emotion. As only a follower of Je-
sus Christ can understand, the Spirit 
brought to my mind and heart the idea 
of blessing my children through the 
means at my disposal. 

In Genesis, we see examples of fa-
thers who blessed their children (cf. 
27:28-29; 49:1-33). This was a high 
honor, and losing it was tantamount to 
a curse. In applying this principle, Alex 
and Stephen Kendrick wrote, “To bless 
someone actually means ‘to speak well 
of.’ It’s a parent using their God-given 
authority to verbally affirm their chil-
dren for who they are, while also en-
couraging and inspiring them toward 
future success” (“Are You Blessing 
Your Children?” familylife.com).

While sitting in that restaurant, over 
1,200 miles removed from my children, 
I texted my first-ever father’s blessing 
to my son and my daughter. When I hit 
the “send” button, I must confess that 
I experienced a reciprocal and tearful 
blessing of a father’s love. 

Since that first text, I try my best to 
establish the discipline of blessing my 
children every Monday morning. Those 
words of blessing connect me to my 
children, and the reply texts I receive 
from them fill my heart with “joy un-
speakable and full of glory” (I Pet. 1:8).

I pray that you are encouraged by 
my testimony and the principle of a 
father’s blessing. Dads, do not allow 
distance to negatively impact your 
ability and desire to love your children. 
I conclude this article with an illustra-
tion that portrays how a father’s love 
eliminated distance and established a 
loving relationship.   

“There’s a Spanish story of a father 
and son who had become estranged. 
The son ran away, and the father set 
off to find him. He searched for months 
to no avail. Finally, in a last desperate 
effort to find him, the father put an ad 
in a Madrid newspaper. 

“The ad read: ‘Dear Paco, meet 
me in front of this newspaper office 
at noon on Saturday. All is forgiven. I 
love you. Your Father.’ On Saturday, 
800 Pacos showed up, looking for for-
giveness and love from their fathers” 
(sermonillustrations.com). H
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CHRISTIAN mothers want so much 
 for their children.  We pray that 

they will surrender their lives to Christ 
so that sin will not destroy their future 
and steal their destiny. We long for 
them to experience Jesus for them-
selves. We want them to know that 
God is with them—that they are not 
alone.

Jesus is just as passionate about 
making Himself real to our children.  
When the disciples tried to keep the 
children from bothering Jesus, He 
stopped them, saying, “Suffer little 
children, and forbid them not, to come 
unto me: for of such is the kingdom of 
heaven” (Matt. 19:14).

On another day, he “called a little 
child unto him, and set him in the 
midst of them, and said, Verily I say 
unto you, Except ye be converted, 
and become as little children, ye shall 
not enter into the kingdom of heaven” 
(Matt. 18:2-3).

Jesus recognized that children are 
born with a trusting heart—the kind 
of heart every person needs in order 
to be born into God’s kingdom. He 
has given us the task of nourishing 
their hunger for God. He calls it “train-
ing”—“Train up a child in the way he 
should go: and when he is old, he will 
not depart from it” (Prov. 22:6).

Merriam Webster defines training 
as “to teach to make fit, qualified, or 
proficient.”  God expects us to teach 
our children how to walk with Jesus by 
teaching them God’s Word.

That is how God the Father trained 
His own Son to carry out His plan. First 
He taught Jesus as a child to depend 
on His Word.  When Jesus’ parents 
found Him in the temple discussing 
the Word with the priests, He said, 
“How is it that ye sought me? wist ye 
not that I must be about my Father’s 
business?” (Luke 2:49). 

Then before Jesus started His min-
istry, the Holy Spirit led Jesus into the 
wilderness so that He could learn how 
to defeat Satan by quoting the Word.  

one mother to another

BE THEIR MODEL
by LinDa beach

There, Jesus learned that “Man shall 
not live by bread alone, but by every 
word that proceedeth out of the mouth 
of God” (Matt. 4:4).

But teaching His Son how to trans-
form lives came by example. “Ex-
ample” can be defined as “a way of 
behaving that is seen as a model that 
should be followed.” One day, the 
Pharisees were harassing Jesus about 
healing a crippled man on the Sab-
bath. Jesus stopped, turned to face 
the religious teachers, and said, “The 
Son can do nothing of himself, but 
what he seeth the Father do: for what 
things soever he doeth, these also 
doeth the Son likewise” (John 5:19). 

God the Father was a model for His 
Son, and Jesus is a model for us. Now 
He is calling us to model His Word for 
our children. But where should we 
begin? 

Jesus began by teaching the Law. 
“Think not that I am come to destroy 
the law, or the prophets: I am not 
come to destroy, but to fulfil” (Matt. 
5:17). So our basic teaching can begin 
with the Ten Commandments. Teach-
ing them line by line is important, but 
if you want to paraphrase the Ten 
Commandments for your children, 
you could do it like this: “Honor God 
and put Him first in your life. Stay 
away from things that could keep you 
from God. Guard your mouth, honor 
God with a day of rest, and honor and 
obey your parents. Do not kill. Honor 
marriage and family. Do not steal, lie, 
or get caught up in jealousy.” 

How are we doing at modeling the 
Ten Commandments? Do we hon-
or God and trust Him to supply our 
needs? Do we put away idols in our 
lives that are distracting us from God?  
Are we careful about the words we use 
and the attitudes we portray? Do we 
honor the Lord’s Day by attending a 
church where we and our children are 
loved and fed? Are we cooperative 
and humble with people who have 
authority over us? Do we value our 

life and the lives of others?  Are we 
committed to our marriage and fami-
ly? Are we careful to not damage the 
reputation of others through gossip? 
Do we tell the truth even when it gets 
us in trouble? Are we so satisfied with 
what God has provided for us that we 
do not covet what others have?

Jesus took the commandments one 
step further—to the heart of His Fa-
ther, who “is kind unto the unthankful 
and to the evil” (Luke 6:35). “Give to 
him that asketh thee, and from him 
that would borrow of thee turn not 
thou away . . . bless them that curse 
you, do good to them that hate you, 
and pray for them which despitefully 
use you, and persecute you” (Matt. 
5:42,44). One reason that we should 
do this is given to us in Matthew 6:14: 
“For if ye forgive men their trespasses, 
your heavenly Father will also forgive 
you.” 

Your Sermon on the Mount para-
phrase might sound something like 
this. “Share your toys with your broth-
er and sister. Be nice to them even 
when they are not nice to you. Forgive 
them, let go of grudges, and move on, 
for Jesus told us that we do not have 
to fight to get what we want. If we give, 
God will give us what we need.” 

Jesus taught about giving.  Are we 
ready and willing to share with people 
in need? Are we following our model, 
Jesus, in giving of our time, our mon-
ey, and our help to others? He spoke 
about doing “good to them which hate 
you” (Luke 6:27). Our example of be-
ing a loving person in all situations will 
go a long way in helping our children 
to follow Jesus’ command to love.

Jesus stressed forgiving. Are we 
quick to forgive when we are hurt by 
others? How are we at letting go of 
grudges, both in the family and among 
our friends? Modeling forgiveness is 
the most powerful way of teaching our 
children to forgive.

Jesus summed up his message by 
preaching, “Seek ye first the kingdom 
of God, and his righteousness” (Matt. 
6:33). Jesus was totally unselfish.  
How are we at trusting God to meet 
our needs so that we can be generous 
and unselfish?

We teach so many Biblical princi-
ples by the way we live. Our patience, 
forgiveness, love, mercy, and under-
standing, modeled in the family set-
ting, will go a long way in helping our 
children to grow up to become men 
and women of God. H
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EVERY church needs good Sunday  
 school material for each age 

group, from kindergarteners to se-
nior adult. Many churches have found 
that much existing material caters to 
particular beliefs to which the church 
does not adhere; therefore, develop-
ing curriculum in-house is becom-
ing the norm for some churches. The 
right curriculum has become such a 
concern that many churches hire a 
full-time curriculum specialist who 
works hand-in-hand with the pastor to 
ensure that material is developed that 
promotes the spiritual growth of the 
congregation.

This will be a good time to ensure 
that your pastor fully understands the 
amount of time this development is 
going to require. Otherwise, you may 
find that you will not be able to give 
curriculum development the time it 
both needs and deserves.

As you begin your assignment, you 
will find that you have three primary 
sources. The first is written material 
that is found in commentaries, books, 
and periodicals. This material must be 
cited and credit given to the author or 
authors. These citations may be in any 
form, but the Chicago Manual of Style 
is widely respected and used. Their 
website is chicagomanualofstyle.org, 
and while they charge a fee for use 
of their digital resource, a copy can 
usually be found in the library or for 
reasonable prices at different online 
booksellers.

Second, there will be material found 
on the Internet. When using material 
from the Internet, be sure to verify 
what is being said by finding a sec-
ondary source. Some material will be 
worthwhile and some will not. 

Some sites I have used are ccel.
org, Bible.org, and blueletterbible.org. 
These are good to use as you begin 

to study the Scripture portions of your 
curriculum. Again, be sure to include 
material that your church maintains as 
the correct doctrinal stance.

Third, as to curriculum itself, various 
formats can be found by using various 
search engines to search for cosmetic 
ideas. By simply typing in “develop-
ing Sunday school curriculum,” I had 
over 28,000,000 hits. You will have to 
glean from this material what can be 
incorporated into your curriculum with 
minimal cost and without copyright in-
fringement. Usually the first five or ten 
results will give you the best websites, 
but I would suggest scanning the first 
twenty. 

Again, proper credit must be given 
for any material–quotes or ideas–that 
you use. It would be highly embarrass-
ing for someone to use your material 
and find a direct quote that you used 
without properly citing the source, 
especially if you happened to sell your 
product to another church or organi-
zation.

If you have been asked to work 
in this area or even perhaps super-
vise the development process, please 
keep in mind that each quarter will 
need twelve or more individual lessons 
for each age group. If you are only de-
veloping material for one class, then 
your task is much simpler. 

However, developing material for 
various classes and age groups will re-
quire much time and effort. Therefore, 
if your plan is to implement new curric-
ulum for fall, you should begin work in 
spring preferably or summer at least. If 
others are assigned to work with you, 
be sure to delegate assignments and 
keep a close watch on their work and 
progress. Regardless of your assign-
ment, there are certain steps you may 
follow in developing your material.

First, everything you endeavor 

to produce must be surrounded by 
prayer. God’s guidance must be an 
integral part of your work. If this is 
omitted, your chances of developing 
meaningful material will be greatly 
diminished. Prayer was an active and 
continual part of Jesus’ earthly min-
istry. After forty days of fasting and 
prayer, He began His ministry. Again, 
it was only after prayer that He chose 
His disciples. Thus, pray for God’s 
guidance and blessings upon your 
work. Give Him the glory for the fin-
ished product, for it will be something 
you know was directed by Him.

As you begin work, continue to 
pray and seek to find God’s direction. 
Pray for those working with you—your 
teachers and your pastor. They all have 
a part in the curriculum you are going 
to develop. This is a team project and 
you should be open to suggestions as 
your development process begins.

Second, the foundation of any 
developed curriculum must be the 
Word of God. Although listed here 
as second, God’s Word may be seen 
as the most important part of your 
curriculum. Each belief brought into 
the curriculum must be both biblical 
and part of the doctrinal tenets of the 
church. Make sure you have read and 
understand the doctrinal views of your 
pastor and church to avoid problems. 
For instance, do not espouse a view 
on baptism that is contrary to your 
church’s view. Avoid pitfalls that deal 
with arguments about doctrines and 
why your view is “correct.” Also, once 
the development process begins, use 
the Word of God to give credence to 
what you are saying, finding verses 
that back up your ideas. 

Do not use any outside materi-
al unless you use a citation giving 
credit for the idea or quote and avoid 
Scripture references from a Bible 

christian education

DEVELOPING SUNDAY SCHOOL  
CURRICULUM

by DR. John l. may



WINTER QUARTER 2019-20 29

translation not used in your church, 
unless it is duly noted and quoted 
only to add clarity. Your task will be 
even greater if you are developing 
material for children because your 
Scripture references must be pre-
sented on their level. 

Third, develop topics for each 
month in the semester. This may co-
incide with your pastor’s planned ser-
mon topics. Then develop the weekly 
lessons that flow from the main topic. 
Along with this, develop the objec-
tive of each unit and, if possible, a 
key verse of Scripture. This may be 
included later if you have not decided 
on the portions of the Bible you want 
to use. 

Once you have the semester 
planned out with your topic and week-
ly educational units, allow your pastor 
some input. Do not be afraid to make 
changes if your leader(s) make sug-
gestions. This is still the formative 
phase, so change is easy. Once you 
have permission to continue, proceed 
to the next step. Remember, if your 
curriculum is for the entire Sunday 
school, you will have multiple lessons 
to construct (one class will require you 
having four or five lessons developed 
for each month in the semester).

Fourth, make sure your curriculum 
is age appropriate. I once developed 
computerized tutorials for a school. 
They wanted everything on a third-
grade reading level. So I conscripted 
a group of nine-year-olds to work 
through what I had completed. Their 
success meant that I was also suc-
cessful. You may decide to do the 
same thing when attempting to write 
for a particular age group. Attempt 
to keep all material at a reading lev-
el that does not require the use of 
a dictionary for determining word 
meanings.

Also, this curriculum you have de-
veloped will need age appropriate 
supplementary material to effectively 
teach the class. Pages to color work 
well for one age group but not all. Care 
should be taken to develop appropri-
ate handouts and lesson material for 
all ages using your material. Which 
classes need memory verses? Which 
need topics for discussion? Which 
may need deeper Bible study for their 
daily walks? What would a young cou-
ples class need? 

While this may seem daunting, most 
teachers will be able to generate a lot 
of needed material for you. They have 

taught their classes previously and their 
ideas may be closer to what is needed 
than yours may be. It is a good idea to 
meet with the teachers and allow them 
to have input concerning your material. 
Give handouts to them showing them 
the upcoming topics, Scripture ref-
erences, and other input you have 
gathered. At this point, make sure you 
have a thick skin because what you 
hear might surprise or perhaps irritate 
you. Incorporate any of their sugges-
tions that will enhance your material, 
but in no instance should you outright 
dismiss what is said. You are a team of 
ministers working together for God’s 
glory. 

You should at this point have de-
veloped the topics, the objective 
statement, and the main verse of 
the biblical passage being used. 
And you should have made sure the 
curriculum is age appropriate and 
that you have supplementary mate-
rial. Additionally, the teachers have 
met with you, reviewed the prod-
uct, made suggestions, and in effect 
signed off on the material, giving it 
additional viability, which may be 
needed if questions arise.

Your next to last step is mak-
ing sure your curriculum contains 
enough material to last for the time 
allotted. There is nothing worse than 
having a room full of nine-year-olds 
run out of material twenty minutes 
into the class. Additionally, be sure 
enough activities are included that 
will enhance each lesson and that 
the class may take with them when 
they leave. 

Review your material and make 
sure that the teachers feel they have 
thought things through and are both 
certain they have everything that will 
be needed and comfortable with your 
finished product. Once assured that 
your curriculum is complete, you are 
ready for the last step.

Finally, determine the constraints 
the church budget may place on your 
reproduction of materials. Keep in 
mind that you have completed only 
one of four sets of material. Does your 
budget allow for ink cartridges, paper, 
staples, and copier repair if needed? It 
is always a good idea to begin dupli-
cating your material sooner rather than 
later. Your teachers must have all units 
ready and any additional material that 
will be required to effectively teach the 
lessons. 

Contact should be made with each 

teacher to ensure their classrooms are 
prepared and all needs and concerns 
have been addressed. Assure them 
that if they need help duplicating or 
preparing handouts that you are avail-
able. If you don’t have personnel to 
move furniture and set up equipment, 
this may become part of your job de-
scription as well.

You now have the first set of mate-
rials completed. After the first month 
of materials have been used in class, 
you are ready for the “postmortem” 
on the curriculum. By this I mean that 
you will determine what worked and 
what did not. Schedule a meeting 
with the teachers. You may decide 
to have an evaluation form ready for 
them to fill out. If so, make sure they 
do not put their names on the form. 
You will find that they will be blunter 
and more honest if they do not have 
to worry about repercussions real or 
imagined. 

Discuss what they liked about your 
product as well as any shortcomings 
they discovered. Review your findings 
with your pastor and give an honest 
evaluation of your meeting with your 
teachers. This may be written or ver-
bal, but it would be good to keep a file 
folder of evaluations and notebooks 
containing your completed material. 
These should be filed according to 
topic and date and which Testament 
books are being used so as to avoid 
duplication. It would be even better 
to utilize iCloud to store your material 
so it may be accessed at any location. 
As you begin work on the second 
semester, keep their comments and 
suggestions in mind and make nec-
essary changes as you proceed. This 
will ensure that your curriculum is the 
best it can be. 

Developing curriculum is never an 
easy task but it can be made easier by 
incorporating many of the above steps. 
Since no two churches are alike, some 
of the steps may not be necessary or 
cannot be completed. Other churches 
may add additional steps and maybe 
even entertain the idea of selling the 
material to other churches that are 
searching for good material. 

Regardless of which steps you elect 
to use, steps one and two are manda-
tory. Your material and task must be 
a topic of continual prayer, and God’s 
guidance is vital. Utilizing these two 
steps will ensure you are going in the 
right direction as you develop your 
own Sunday school curriculum. H



30

MATTHEW 4:18-20 recorded when 
 the Lord first called the disci-

ples: “And Jesus, walking by the sea 
of Galilee, saw two brethren, Simon 
called Peter, and Andrew his brother, 
casting a net into the sea: for they 
were fishers.  And he saith unto them, 
Follow me, and I will make you fishers 
of men. And they straightway left their 
nets, and followed him.” That was not 
the first time that they had encoun-
tered the Lord. Andrew and Peter were 
disciples of John the Baptist, and they 
met Jesus when He was baptized by 
John (John 1:35-42). They discovered 
that Jesus was the Messiah.  

For the purpose and intent of this 
article, know that being a disciple is 
different from just being saved. While 
not every person who is saved is a 
strong disciple (although they should 
be), every disciple is a saved person 
first.  By saved, I mean that the person 
has come into a personal relationship 
with Jesus Christ by grace through 
faith as their Saviour and Lord (Eph. 
2:8-9). A disciple is a person who more 
fully understands that there is a cost to 
following Jesus.

The term “disciple” can be defined 
as “a learner, pupil, scholar, one who 
comes to be taught.” For instance, 
when Jesus called Peter and Andrew to 
be His disciples, the call was to follow 
Him.  Hence a disciple is a person who 
follows Jesus Christ. Secondly, they are 
called to learn, hence Jesus’ teaching 
ministry. And finally, they are called to 
imitate their Teacher. They are called 
to be like their teacher so that they 
may continue the Lord Jesus’ ministry 
in their own lives. That is the purpose 
of discipling, to make another person 
a follower, a learner, and an imitator of 
Christ Jesus.

I believe that there are three steps in 
discipling that are important to fulfill-
ing these goals.

The first step is to be a disciple 
yourself. A disciple must live a disci-
plined life. This requires a daily intake 
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THREE STEPS for DISCIPLING OTHERS
by Lyle E. beaRss

of the Word of God, prayer, worship, 
fellowship with God and other believ-
ers, and times of fasting and service. If 
we are not disciples ourselves, we will 
never be able to disciple others.

The Word of God is essential in dis-
cipling first ourselves and then others.  
The Lord Jesus set an example for us 
through His own ministry, which was 
a teaching ministry. We read in Mark 
1:14-15, “Now after that John was 
put in prison, Jesus came into Galilee, 
preaching the gospel of the kingdom of 
God, and saying, The time is fulfilled, 
and the kingdom of God is at hand: 
repent ye, and believe the gospel.” True 
disciples learn God’s Word because 
through the Word we are taught, we 
are reproved, we are corrected, we 
are trained in righteousness (cf. II Tim. 
3:16).

We read in John 8:31, “Then said 
Jesus to those Jews which believed 
on him, If ye continue in my word, then 
are ye my disciples indeed.”

The second step is to be convinced 
that Jesus is the Messiah, the Saviour, 
the Son of God. A true disciple takes 
this second step of being convinced 
of the truthfulness of Jesus’ word. 
John 2:11 tells us, “This beginning of 
miracles did Jesus in Cana of Galilee, 
and manifested forth his glory; and his 
disciples believed on him.” Disciples 
are those who believed in Him. In a 
basic sense, we begin our relationship 
with Christ for self-seeking reasons (we 
want our sins forgiven, we want to go to 
heaven and not hell). But as we grow in 
our faith in Christ, we turn from the sim-
ple elements of belief into a solid belief 
in Him. A disciple of Christ is a believer 
in Him. Matthew 16:13 states, “When 
Jesus came into the coasts of Caesar-
ea Philippi, he asked his disciples, say-
ing, Whom do men say that I the Son 
of man am?” Jesus was asking His dis-
ciples about how the multitudes were 
interpreting His teachings, His words, 
and His works. Some were saying that 
Jesus was John the Baptist, others 

were calling Him Elijah, still others were 
calling Him Jeremiah or some other of 
the prophets of old. Then Jesus asked 
the disciples who they understood Him 
to be. Peter answered for the disciples, 
“Thou art the Christ, the Son of the liv-
ing God” (vs. 16). Peter affirmed what 
they believed about Christ Jesus.  He is 
the Son of the living God. Peter moved 
past a more subjective view of Christ to 
one of greater conviction.

The final step is to be lead into a 
complete commitment of our whole 
lives to the person and work of Jesus 
Christ. Luke gives us Jesus’ require-
ment for true discipleship in Luke 9:23-
24, “And he said to them all, if any man 
will come after me, let him deny him-
self, and take up his cross daily, and 
follow me. For whosoever will save his 
life shall lose it: but whosoever will lose 
his life for my sake, the same shall save 
it.” The Lord Jesus gives us the clear 
key to true discipleship: our basic faith 
in Christ must move us into a clear and 
complete commitment to Him and His 
Kingdom in our daily lives.

Jesus calls His disciples to bear 
their cross as a requirement of being 
His disciple. This means that you are 
willing to be identified with Jesus, no 
matter what anyone else says or does 
to you. You identify in His rejection 
by the world, in His death, His word, 
and His work. This is the final step 
in becoming a true disciple of Jesus 
Christ. Nothing in your life must stand 
between Jesus and you. 

Discipleship is total commitment to 
Jesus.  It involves identification in His 
shameful death.  It involves dying to self. 
It involves setting aside one’s personal 
aims, goals, ambitions, and desires in 
life. It involves sacrifice for the sake of 
the Lord Jesus Christ. It involves set-
ting aside one’s own will and one’s own 
rights to our lives and acknowledging 
that Jesus Christ has the right to be 
obeyed, the right to rule. Our Lord said 
that if a person is not willing to forsake 
all that he has, he cannot be His disciple.

True disciples are people who have 
a consuming passion for the person 
of Christ, whose heart is set upon the 
person of Christ, who has an unshake-
able confidence in His Word, and are 
completely committed to Christ in 
service and obedience.

As disciple-makers, it is our respon-
sibility to teach, by personal example 
and through a teaching ministry, other 
believers and lead them to become 
true disciples of our Lord Jesus. H
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Sometimes we don’t feel the presence 
Of the lowly Nazarene

Sometimes worries and frustrations 
Cast their shadow in between. 

Then it is we must rely on
What the Scriptures have to say

And cling to the precious promise, 
“I’ll go with you all the way.” 

Just like that bereaved woman, 
When her son was dead and still, 

In her strong words to Elijah showed 
Hope is found only in God’s will. 

We must trust in God’s decision, 
For He sees the way ahead;

He chooses for our best interests  
As the unknown path we tread. 

In the midst of heathen custom 
Daniel knelt three times a day;

And when cast among the lions, 
They refused to take their prey.

Paul and Silas in the prison
Saw no signs of liberty, 

But God’s power gave them freedom
Through a door without a key.

So in spite of human feelings, 
Let’s keep trusting day by day,

And rely upon the promise, 
“I’ll go with you all the way.” H

—Florence French.

It Is Well
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Walking Along Beside
by Ruth O’Neil

ROBERT stood beside the coffin 

 before friends and family came to 

pay their respects. He needed a few 

last quiet moments with his dad.

“I sure am going to miss our theo-

logical discussions,” Robert said with 

a half-smile.

He recalled that when he was a 

teenager, his father would ask him 

a question and require Robert to 

search the Scriptures to find the an-

swer. When Robert completed the 

assignment, his father would ask him 

enough questions to make him won-

der whether what he had found was 

right or wrong. There were times after 

these discussions that Robert would 

retreat to his room in anger, wondering 

why his father even made him do all 

that work if he was just going to argue.

But, he no longer wondered. In 

fact, Robert was grateful for his 

dad’s grilling. It made him truly grow 

as a believer. It did not take a teen-

age Robert too long to realize what 

his father was doing. That just made 

him work all the harder.

There was one discussion where 

Robert stood to his feet and calmly, 

but firmly, gave his answer to the orig-

inal question.

“Dad,” Robert had said, “this is 

what I found in the Bible. I believe 

every single word of this book to be 

true. You may want to argue with 

me, but you can’t argue with God.”

Robert smiled as he recalled his 

father’s posture that night. He had 

sat back in his chair, folded his arms 

across his chest, and grinned.

 “That’s my boy! I want you to 

know the Bible. I want you to know 

why you believe what you believe 

and not believe just because your 

mom and I do.”

Their theological discussions 

changed in tone after that. There 

were still arguments and debates, but 

when Robert understood their pur-

pose, it became more of a challenge.

Robert smiled when he thought 

back even further in time, back to the 

day his father had made God real to 

him. For a while when Robert was a 
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WE ARE GOD’S CHILDREN

“But as many as received him, to them gave he 

power to become the sons of God” (John 1:12).

REJOICE IN THE LORD

“Rejoice in the Lord always: and again I say, 

Rejoice”(Philippians 4:4).

TWO LESSONS FOR JESUS’ FOLLOWERS

Golden Text—“Jesus said unto him, Foxes have 

holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of man 

hath not where to lay his head” (Luke 9:58).
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