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EVERY year, the president of the
United States gives a speech that

is called the State of the Union address
(the exception being in the first year of
a new president’s term). In the speech,
the president gives a laundry list of
achievements and goals for the current
administration. Many times, the presid-
ing chief executive sums up the state of
the nation in a way that would put a
good face on what his administration
has achieved. It has not always been
the case, but several presidents have
declared that the state of our union is
strong or stronger than it has ever been.
How should we measure the

strength of our nation? The answer to
this, of course, has varied from Amer-
ica’s founding to today. 
Despite what some historians will try

to tell us, the founders of the United
States of America were profoundly in-
fluenced by Christian principles, and it
is clear from Scripture that God will
bless a nation that follows His Word
(cf. Ps. 119:2; Prov. 14:34). Scripture
also points out that it is not good for a
nation—it could be said, detrimental—
to ignore or reject Him (Isa. 60:12;
Prov. 14:34; cf. Rom. 1:18). 
In 2017, LifeWay Research released

the results of a survey they conducted
with a representative group of one thou-
sand Americans. Their researchers
found that 81% of those surveyed

agree with the statement “I am con-
cerned about declining moral behavior
in our nation.” Only 19% disagreed. 
This appears to be good news at first,

but LifeWay’s research, as well as that of
other cultural watchdog groups, have
discovered that there is much disagree-
ment on what our moral values should
be. The LifeWay survey also discovered
that less than 40% of those surveyed,
ages thirty-five and younger, believe
that right and wrong do not change.
Only 26% cited religious beliefs to be
the guiding factor in their moral values. 
At one time in our country, our citi-

zens thought highly of God and the
truths in His Word; but according to
2016 and 2017 polls conducted by Life-
Way, Gallup, and Pew, the percentage
of Americans who believe that the Bible
is true (is the word of God) and read it
regularly vary from 24% to 37%. Those
numbers are low. And add to that the
number of Americans who believe that
knowing right and wrong is a matter of
one’s own personal experience (57%
according to the Barna Group). 
In this quarter’s GOSPEL HERALD

AND THE SUNDAY SCHOOL TIMES,
there is an emphasis placed on how
America and its citizens need to follow
God’s Word. All Christians should be
praying for the moral direction of
America and for godly role models—
for a better country and world. H
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Our Doctrinal
Statement

1.  We believe that the Scriptures of the Old and New Tes-
taments are verbally inspired by God, are inerrant in the orig-
inal 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 re-
lationship, 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 that when
they reach the state of moral responsibility become 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 individ-
ual 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

The

Stateof
theUnion

From the Editor’s Desk BY DON RUFF
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IF you are middle-aged or older, you
are keenly aware of the fact that

America has changed. While younger
people may not be as aware of this as
those of us who are older, they have
witnessed radical changes in our na-
tion. Because of the influence of social
liberalism, the media in general, and the
entertainment industry in particular,
many people have altered their moral
views to reflect what liberal and world-
ly people believe to be completely ac-
ceptable. Both political and education-
al leaders are forcing their agenda on
those over whom they have influence. 
Sadder still is the fact that some

church leaders have completely caved
in to the culture and are telling their
congregations that once-accepted or-
thodox Christian doctrines are now
passé. What is believed in some
churches is no different from what is
taught in the most liberal university
classroom. 
While some of these changes

seemed to have occurred overnight,
this is not really the case. Certain
changes required a number of things
to fall into place so that they could be
accepted as normal and then legalized
and promoted by government entities. 
Some of what has occurred in our

land is the outgrowth of evolutionary
theory. To a large degree, evolution
has been taught as a fact for decades
in our public educational system. If bi-
ological evolution is true (and it is not!),
then it is only a small step to conclude
that social and moral evolution are
equally true. Consequently, moral val-
ues that were once considered to be
true by the majority are jettisoned as
old-fashioned and no longer binding.
Married to evolution is postmod-

ernism, which, among other things,
teaches that there is no such thing as
absolute truth. Those who have em-
braced postmodern philosophy may
concede that you have a right to believe
what you want, but what may be ‘true’
for you is not ‘true’ for someone else! 
For those of us who were children in

the 1950s, we remember a time when
Sunday schools flourished and church-
es were growing rapidly. This, of course,
did not stop overnight. Even today there
are growing churches, some of which at-
tract thousands on any given Lord’s Day. 
But those involved in church growth

research tell us that the total number of
people attending church in America has
declined significantly. Some churches,
large and small, have attempted to at-
tract people by offering various venues
for worship, some of which cannot be
easily distinguished as worship but as a
great deal of noise and performance.
The preaching in these churches focus-
es on so-called “felt needs” and is al-
ways overly upbeat, comfortable, rarely
mentioning the pure gospel, sin, or
God’s wrath upon sinners and salvation
from it. While some of these churches
may have the appearance of being
somewhat biblically conservative, what
is not said in their worship services,
along with the methods they employ,
has actually contributed to the dimin-
ished influence of historic, biblical
Christianity in America. 
The so-called sexual revolution of

the 1960s changed the moral climate
in the United States. Sexual activity
among consenting adults has become
acceptable. Cohabitation outside of
marriage is no longer viewed as “living
in sin.” Having children out of wedlock
is seen as normal. While it is true that
these things have been present in our
nation to various degrees, they are
flouted today. Television shows and
supermarket tabloids explore the pri-
vate lives of celebrities, telling who
they are living with and whose baby
they are having. Even ordinary people
appear on various television programs
and discuss the most intimate details
of their lives. Things that people used
to be ashamed of are now fodder for
public discussion. While some politi-
cal leaders have suffered detrimental
consequences for their sins, others
have weathered the criticism and have
experienced even greater popularity. 
For those who do marry and have

children, divorce is rampant. No
longer seen as permanent, the mar-
riage vows are rather easy to bail out
on. Broken homes and broken lives
are left behind. The consequences are
not only catastrophic to the individual
but also on society as a whole. Statis-
tics indicate that the vast majority of
prison inmates come from broken
homes, especially homes where no fa-
ther is present. It is likely that this sit-
uation is only going to get worse. 
For most of my public education, the

school day began with the reading of
the Bible, the recitation of the Lord’s
Prayer, and the Pledge of Allegiance.
However, that changed in 1962 and
1963. The Supreme Court of the United
States (SCOTUS) declared that it would
be an unconstitutional attempt to es-
tablish a religion to permit prayer and
Bible reading in public schools; hence,
they were no longer permissible.
While some schools and teachers

continued to permit religious expres-
sions and activities of various kinds,
the die had been cast, and since then
the vestiges of Christian expression
have been pretty much removed from
public education. 
Fast forward from then, and today

we find that the word “Christmas” has
been deleted from many schools. It
has become the norm that school
choir cannot include a song focusing
on the birth of Christ in their repertoire
of so-called “holiday” music. Some
students have been forbidden to write
an essay on Christ or a figure from
Christian history. Such prohibitions
have been extended to other public
settings as well. 
In 1973, SCOTUS made another de-

cision that changed the moral land-
scape of the United States of America.
This was the decision to grant women
the constitutional right to terminate
their pregnancies. Millions of other-
wise healthy, normal babies were killed
in their mother’s womb with the aid of
trained medical professionals. If you
have any doubts about the immorality
of abortion, just read or hear about
how abortions are performed. Those
who have had abortions rarely speak of
it. For most, it is something they are
ashamed of, and the guilt remains un-
til the day they leave this world. 
Another landmark decision of SCO-

TUS was the legalization of same-sex
marriage in 2015. In spite of the fact
that various states, either through their
legislatures or by popular vote, defined
marriage as a union between one man
and one woman, SCOTUS struck down
those laws and declared them uncon-
stitutional. At the time this was written,
the issue being debated throughout the
land has to do with so-called transgen-
der rights. By the time this is published,
it is anyone’s guess as to what bizarre
issue may be at the forefront. Actually,

: Past and Present
BY JOHN ALVA OWSTON, D.MIN.
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rived in the New World, he made sure
that his colony would welcome people
holding differing religious views. 
Having seen the abuses of both po-

litical and religious power in England,
the colonists turned revolutionaries
wanted to make sure that their new
nation had both political and religious
freedom. They did not think that reli-
gion should be divorced from public
life. Many of America’s founders were
dedicated Christians. Even those who
were not were sympathetic to the
Christian faith. Today, however, this is
not true. The greatest opponents of
the Christian faith occupy the most
powerful offices in the land. The Bible
teaches that we must honor (Rom.
13:1-7) and pray for them (I Tim. 2:1-
4). Not only should we pray that they
will be guided but that they will repent
and turn to God! 
If Israel’s history is any indication—

and they were God’s chosen people—
good rulers are rare. As a general rule,
the attitudes and actions of the rulers
affect the attitudes and actions of the
ruled. Because of sin, both Israel (722
B.C.) and Judah (586 B.C.) fell. This was
also true of Babylon, Persia, Greece,
and Rome, great empires of the past. 
It has also been true since the time

of Christ. Look at the fall of any great
nation; sin was at the root of their de-
mise. We cannot expect our nation to
be an exception. The Bible says, “The
wicked shall be turned into hell, and all
the nations that forget God” (Ps. 9:17).
But it also declares, “Righteousness
exalteth a nation: but sin is a reproach
to any people” (Prov. 14:34). 
While many Christians believe that

the way to change America’s direction
is to elect better leaders, this should
not be our primary goal. This is not to
say that we do not want or need bet-
ter leaders; however, the best way to
change America’s direction away from
wickedness is to spread the gospel of
Christ and change hearts and minds
for God’s glory. 
Consider the early church. Believers

found themselves in a very hostile en-
vironment. They were nevertheless
law-abiding citizens unless it directly
conflicted with the gospel (Acts 4:13-
21; 5:25-29). At the same time, they
used every opportunity to witness (8:4).
Paul’s ministry even impacted Caesar’s
soldiers and household (Phil. 1:13;
4:22). In time Rome fell, and the church
grew. It could not do otherwise, for the
gates of hell cannot prevail against the
church of Christ (Matt. 16:18). H

Although the way history is being
taught in our schools likely differs from
what many of us experienced, the es-
sential facts are clear enough. 
Before the United States came into

existence, it was made up of thirteen
British colonies. Among the first Euro-
peans to reach the shores of the Amer-
icas were the Pilgrims, who arrived in
1620. Many of the Pilgrims were mem-
bers of a Puritan sect known as Sepa-
ratists. They were seeking a place to
live and worship free from persecution. 
Since most European countries had

a state church, anyone dissenting
from the official church of that country
was subject to persecution. The gen-
eral practice was that the denomina-
tion of the ruler was the church of the
realm. This was particularly problem-
atic in Great Britain, where one ruler
might be Catholic but the next one
might be Protestant. Even when a ruler
was Protestant, the people had to fol-
low a particular form of Protestantism. 
A couple of examples will suffice.

John Bunyan was a separatist and
congregationalist. Since he did not
serve in the official church he was not
allowed to preach and was imprisoned
twelve years (1660-1672) for conduct-
ing worship services not in accor-
dance with Anglican ritual. He never-
theless put his time in prison to good
use, writing his famous allegory, The
Pilgrims’ Progress.
William Penn was another religious

dissenter. He was also the founder of
the colony of Pennsylvania. As a Quak-
er, he was briefly imprisoned in the in-
famous Tower of London. When he ar-

nothing should surprise us in today’s
moral climate. Concerning SCOTUS,
this group of nine judges seems to have
been controlling the direction of the
United States. Theoretically, America is
a democracy or, more accurately, a fed-
eral republic. We elect people to a city
and county commission or board, to a
state legislature, and to the U.S. Con-
gress for the purpose of representing
the will of the people. If we feel as
though they are not representing our in-
terests, we can vote for someone else
in the next election. 
SCOTUS, however, is made up of

judges appointed for life. Hence, the
United States appears to be ruled by
an oligarchy, that is, government by the
few. Anytime they do not agree with the
will of the people, they can simply de-
clare a law unconstitutional or consti-
tutional, thus negating what the major-
ity desires. Obviously, the majority is
not always right, but at least that is the
way a democracy is supposed to work. 
When studying the Bible, authorial

intent is critical. In other words, we
cannot just look at a passage of Scrip-
ture and state what we think it means.
We must try to discern the intent of the
original author or speaker. Only then
can we make an informed application
to our lives. 
So it is with the U.S. Constitution.

Would the framers of the Constitution
have ever thought of killing babies in
the womb, removing all vestiges of re-
ligion from public life, and allowing
same-sex marriage? These kinds of
things would have never entered the
minds of our founding fathers. 
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MY wife enjoys cooking, and since
she is an excellent cook, I enjoy

it also. She especially likes baking
pound cakes. The goal is consistency
throughout the cake—not overdone
on the bottom, not gooey in the mid-
dle, and just right on the top. Consis-
tency does not just happen. It must be
strived for and requires great effort
and attention.
A perusal of the American Heritage

College Dictionary, third edition, in-
cludes the words “coherent” and “uni-
form” as definitions of the word “con-
sistent.” It also adds the words
“reliable” and “steady.” The Shorter
Oxford English Dictionary, sixth edition,
defines “consistent” as remaining “still”
and “settled.” When applied to a per-
son, it means constantly adhering to
the same principles of thought or ac-
tion. Both dictionaries point to a Latin
word that when traced to its root means
“to stand as in a certain place or posi-
tion and not be moved” (Oxford Latin
Dictionary, second edition). It reminds
one of how mighty trees withstand
storms. They bend and creak, but when
the storm passes, they stand upright as
though nothing happened. 
This is symbolic of what it means for

a person to be consistent—to have
one’s character and actions settled
down into what is unshakeable and ut-
terly reliable. This is how we as Chris-
tians are to be—settled down and rest-
ing in God and His Word. It is something
for which we must strive and into which
we must put effort and attention. First
Corinthians 4:2 states, “Moreover it is
required in stewards [all Christians are
stewards], that a man be found faithful.”
Could we also say consistent?
Thomas Jefferson Price, my uncle

Jeff, was such a man. He was not a
perfect man, but he was a man who,
by God’s grace and working in his life,
became a consistent man in tempera-
ment, character, and desires. For near-
ly fifty years, I witnessed this. The goal
of his life was twofold: to see the lost
born again and to see born-again peo-
ple growing more like Jesus. Paul’s
words in I Timothy 1:5-7 come to
mind: “Now the end of the command-
ment is charity out of a pure heart, and
of a good conscience, and of faith un-
feigned: from which some having
swerved have turned aside unto vain

jangling; desiring to be teachers of the
law; understanding neither what they
say, nor whereof they affirm.” Those
three phrases in verse 5 (“pure heart,”
“good conscience,” and “faith un-
feigned”) aptly described Thomas Jef-
ferson Price.
An early memory and introduction to

his consistency was when I joined the
Royal Ambassadors (RAs) at our
church. Uncle Jeff was the leader. I
dreaded it at first, but Uncle Jeff always
made it interesting. I thought it strange
that a man with all his responsibilities
at home and on his farm would want to
spend time training young and often-
times rowdy boys, but he did. It was a
large group of boys with a wide range
of age, but with his humor and seri-
ousness, he held our attention. 
Our meetings always had a devo-

tional time from the Bible. Despite a
shortage of formal education, there
was always a depth and practicality to
his devotions. He was undoubtedly
obedient to II Timothy 2:15-16: “Study
to shew thyself approved unto God, a
workman that needeth not to be
ashamed, rightly dividing the word of
truth. But shun profane and vain bab-
blings: for they will increase unto more
ungodliness.” He impressed upon us
the importance of God’s Word and
how it could mold and shape us. I did
not realize it at the time, but II Timothy
3:16-17 was foremost on his mind: “All
scripture is given by inspiration of
God, and is profitable for doctrine, for
reproof, for correction, for instruction
in righteousness: that the man of God
may be perfect, throughly furnished
unto all good works.”
Prayer was also a part of our meet-

ings. Uncle Jeff led, but each one of us
was expected to participate. Praying in
front of others was unnerving for a
young boy, but he had us do it to teach
us to not be afraid to talk to God and
not to be ashamed of Him before oth-
ers. One emphasis in our prayer time
was to pray for other young people in
foreign countries. Often he had a pic-
ture of a person and a short note from
him thanking us for our prayers and fi-
nancial gifts. Uncle Jeff encouraged us
to bring an offering to help young broth-
ers and sisters in Christ in another land.
He was introducing us to the impor-
tance of world missions (an emphasis

that continues in our church today). 
Over the years, some of those boys

served on the mission field, some be-
came pastors, and others became
deacons, Sunday school teachers,
and filled other church roles. What
might have they become were it not for
a consistent man there to help guide
them? Just as God planted Joseph in
Egypt and Esther in the palace of a for-
eign king, so He surely planted Uncle
Jeff in our lives.
One activity that we as RAs always

enjoyed was going to the camp in our
area. The camp was started because
of the burden that Uncle Jeff and oth-
ers had for children. They desired a
place where children could attend and
have some fun, such as fishing, swim-
ming, boating, and other games. They
desired a place dedicated to God
where those who were not born again
could hear the gospel message and
where those who were born again
could grow in their relationship to God. 

In the early days of the camp, we
went there not just to have some fun
but also to work. We worked alongside
Uncle Jeff, helping him make the
camp better and more suitable for fu-
ture campers. The work was not al-
ways easy, but through his example
and words, we were learning to do
things “as to the Lord” (Col. 3:23). 
Again we were learning about mis-

sions—this time about local missions.
Uncle Jeff gave more than just time.
He gave financially to the camp and
also helped organize a funding mech-
anism to support the camp.
As of 2017, the camp still operates

even though many others have closed.
Over the years, the camp has been
greatly enhanced with facilities and
staff. Our local church association
helps to support the camp. But more
than anything, hundreds and hun-
dreds have heard the gospel mes-
sage, believed, and been born again.
Uncle Jeff’s praise is that of Paul’s in
I Thessalonians 2:20: “For ye are our
glory and joy.” Only a consistent man
could be steadfast enough to be used
of God in that way.
Hebrews 13:3 states, “Remember

them that are in bonds, as bound with
them.” For many years, our county
maintained a prison camp. Only low-
level offenders were kept there, but

The Consistent Man
BY PHIL PRICE



SUMMER QUARTER 2018 (135) 7

His Bible had big print, a stain down the
edges from use, and cards with Bible
references on them. To say that Uncle
Jeff loved the Bible and used it would
be an understatement. His love for
God’s Word and for people all around
the world to have it and obey it led him
to join the Gideons International. 
For nearly fifty years, he consistently

served God and the people of this world
through the Gideons. He and other lo-
cal men were instrumental in beginning
Gideon camps in other parts of our
state. They even began a program with-
in the Gideon organization that today is
steadily increasing the number of Scrip-
tures placed around the world. That
great Psalm on the Word of God, Psalm
119, expresses Uncle Jeff’s attitude.
Verses 47, 48, 113, 119, 127, 159, 163,
165, and 167 express it well, but verse
97 accurately describes how he felt
about God’s Word: “O how I love thy
law! it is my meditation all the day.”
Spending time with God and His Word
is where and how consistency is born
and developed. 
Uncle Jeff’s wife, Aunt Lenora, was

always a wonderfully cheerful person to
me. She often gave me and my younger
brother rides to school. Later in life, she
developed health issues. The com-
mand of God from Ephesians 5:25-33
for husbands to love their wives was on
display as Uncle Jeff cared for and

watched over her. God’s Word and Un-
cle Jeff’s example were evident in the
lives of his children as they loved and
cared for their mother and undoubted-
ly extended her life for many years.
There was a consistent devotion there
worth noting and emulating.
Uncle Jeff’s attitude was no different

toward our church. He was devoted to
our pastors. Whenever he prayed, he
always lifted them up to God. He
helped meet their needs. He was de-
voted to our church. He served it in
many capacities over the years. De-
spite all the other activities of his life,
he rarely missed a service. Even as age
and infirmity began to overtake him (as
they may all of us), he was faithfully
brought to church by his family. His
presence always cheered us and re-
minded us of a life well lived for God.
Uncle Jeff has moved on to heaven

now, but that consistency of his life is
remembered, followed, and still bear-
ing fruit. In Ezekiel 22:30, we read that
God looked for someone whose con-
sistency of life would protect Israel.
Sadly, He found none. The church to-
day does not need leaders who live in-
consistent lives. It needs plain ordinary
people like Uncle Jeff who are consis-
tent in what they believe and how they
live because they love God first and
others next. What does God find when
He looks at you? H

there was always someone there serv-
ing a prison sentence. Uncle Jeff be-
gan a ministry to help meet the spiri-
tual needs of prisoners. For decades,
he would go (often alone) to the prison
camp to hold a service for any who
would come to listen to the Word of
God. He was instrumental in having a
chapel built for the prisoners and
where Sunday services could be held. 
I remember that our youth choir went

to a prison camp one Sunday after-
noon to sing for the prisoners. I was
scared and wondered if we might be
attacked, but nothing like that hap-
pened. Ministering there reminded me
that God loves everyone and that a re-
lationship with Christ is the best help
anyone can receive. It demonstrated to
me that Uncle Jeff took God’s Word se-
riously and that those prisoners need-
ed to take God’s Word seriously—and
so did I. Uncle Jeff set a consistent ex-
ample of love for us to see and follow. 
The prison camp was shut down

some years ago, and the prisoners
were transferred to a newer facility;
but Uncle Jeff’s example is still fol-
lowed. Today local pastors and
churches, along with the Gideons and
their auxiliary, go to the hurting people
of that area to minister to their needs.
Uncle Jeff had a big Bible. As a boy,

I thought there was none bigger other
than the one on the preacher’s pulpit.



8 (136)

IT is interesting that the Bible teachesus about the Christian’s place in so-
ciety. All of us are placed where we are
by the sovereignty of our God. It is also
true that wherever we are, we are ac-
countable to someone else. The great-
est among us have someone over
them. The Bible stresses that we know
our place and that we acknowledge
and show respect for those above us.
In the western world, we are often

taught to be independent and not to
be obligated to others. The message
we are given is that one’s life is what
one makes of it. However, the empha-
sis in the Bible is an intimate picture of
interdependence. Our Christian call-
ing is to help other people along the
way. A neat picture of this interde-
pendence is the ekklesia, or the
church. We meet together not just for
worship but also to help one another
in our areas of need.
The Gospel writer Matthew tells us

of a very interesting encounter that our
Lord Jesus had with a Roman centuri-
on. We are not told his name, but we
cannot easily forget what he taught us.
It is apparent that he had heard about
Jesus. Suddenly one day, he found
himself in great need. His servant,
whom he loved so much, was ill at
home “sick of the palsy, grievously tor-
mented” (Matt. 8:6) and needed heal-
ing. He remembered the Healer and
ran to find Him. Jesus would have the
answer.
In order to understand this incident

better, we must remind ourselves that
the Roman soldiers were people who
wielded great authority. They were a
proud lot. They did not cower before
anyone.
But human pain is something that is

universal. Even the proud buckle un-
der human suffering. 
When Jesus told the centurion that

He would walk with him to his home to
heal the servant, the soldier told Him
that His word (of authority) was suffi-
cient for the healing. His word would
carry power. Then he gave his person-
al testimony about his own place of
authority as a professional. He implied

Christian Psychology

One Under Authority
BY A. KOSHY MUTHALALY, PH.D.

that in his line of work, authority was
respected and that what he said car-
ried the weight of obedience that
would follow. Jesus commended the
soldier for his faith-filled response.
In order for authority to be effective,

it must first be recognized. There was
something about Jesus that showed
divine authority to those around Him.
It could not be denied. When Jesus
confronted evil spirits, they knew Him
as the One who had authority and
feared what He would do to them! On
one occasion, the people remarked,
“What a word is this! for with authori-
ty and power he commandeth the un-
clean spirits, and they come out”
(Luke 4:36; cf. Mark 1:27).
The centurion told Jesus that he

himself was a man under authority and
had authority and that he knew that
people with authority were those who
were obeyed. They wield power. Yet it
took moral courage and humility for a
powerful centurion to bow down be-
fore a carpenter-turned-wandering
preacher. 
But there was something about Je-

sus that could not be denied. When
Jesus spoke and taught, we are told
that He “taught them as one having
authority, and not as the scribes”
(Matt. 7:29, Mark 1:22). It is interesting
that even Jesus’ enemies recognized
that there was something authoritative
in this Jesus they encountered. He
had something that was genuine, and
they knew it. It made them look foolish
even though they were the ones who
had the formal religious training. The
religious leaders questioned Jesus’

authority (Mark 11:28; Luke 20:8) be-
cause His power was undeniable. He
had something that they did not, and
it agitated them (Mark 11:28; Luke
20:2).
When Christians carry themselves

with truth, those in power over them
will shudder. Many Christians impris-
oned for their faith in Jesus will testify
that while they were bound, their spir-
its were free because of the authority
they had in the name they represent-
ed. Jesus was once taken before Pon-
tius Pilate. Pilate reminded Jesus that
he was the one in authority. Jesus re-
torted that true authority came only
from above (John 19:11) and was giv-
en by God.
When Jesus was training His disci-

ples, they saw His divine power at
work over and over again. The lame
walked, the deaf heard, the blind saw,
and the dead were being brought to
life. The Bible tells us that when He
sent them out to do His work, He gave
them authority (Luke 9:1) to do won-
derful things as ambassadors of their
Lord.
When Jesus was twelve years old,

He went to the temple at Jerusalem for
the Feast of Passover. After three days
of their return journey, His parents dis-
covered that He was absent from their
company, so they went back to look
for Him. He was in the temple, and
Joseph and Mary expressed their con-
cern at not knowing where He was.
Luke tells us, “And he went down with
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THE parable of the rich fool (Luke
12:13-21) provides the context for

our word for this issue, one that is very
appropriate for today. Although there
are many poor people in our land,
there are also those who have ac-
quired much of this world’s goods,
and many of them live as if life is a par-
ty that will never end.
In the parable of the rich fool, Jesus

responded to a request that He inter-
vene in a family matter that had result-
ed in a person not receiving his share of
an inheritance. In His response, Jesus
made a profound statement that a per-
son’s life does not consist of his pos-
sessions. He then proceeded to tell a
story of a man whom He labeled a fool.
A farmer had prospered greatly in

his work. Evidently, the weather had
cooperated, and he had a bumper
crop at harvesttime. As he looked at
what he now possessed, he began to
plan to build bigger barns than he al-
ready had so he could amass even
more wealth for himself.
He also imagined that his forthcom-

ing riches would enable him to retire
and live lavishly, being able to afford all
he might want. The good life was just
ahead for him. 
There is something about the accu-

mulation of wealth that is addictive. It
has been said that legendary financier
and investor Bernard Baruch’s reply to
a questioner of how much money a
millionaire really needed was, “Anoth-
er million.” He lived and made his for-
tune when a million dollars was an ex-
ceedingly large sum (and still is for
many). It is not wrong to retire and en-
joy the fruits of one’s labors, and many
today are looking forward to doing just
that. 
That is not where this rich man went

wrong. Notice the personal pronouns
he used: “My fruits . . . my barns . . . my
goods . . . my soul” (Luke 12:17-19). He
thought of himself as a self-made man,
and he never imagined his plan would
not materialize. There was no thought
of a relationship with God, and there
was no consideration of using his
wealth for anyone but himself. That was

them, and came to Nazareth, and was
subject unto them” (2:51). Jesus knew
when to surrender His authority. 
In the very familiar story of the prodi-

gal son (Luke 15), we find that the
younger son rebelled against his fa-
ther and wanted to get out from under
the umbrella of parental authority. In a
few months, we find him returning
home to be subject to the very author-
ity that he had denied. We can learn
from the story that sometimes our
need to be subject to authority is for
our own good and protection.
Jesus Himself said, “I seek not mine

own will, but the will of the Father
which hath sent me” (John 5:30). He
also stated, “For I do always those
things that please him” (8:29). He was
referring to His Heavenly Father. If Je-
sus chose to be subject to His Heav-
enly Father, how much more, then, do
we need to be subject to Him and the
guidance of the Holy Spirit in our lives? 
Jesus set for us the example of di-

vine subjection to authority even
though He rightly claimed that “all
power is given unto [Him] in heaven
and in earth” (Matt. 28:18). There is a
lesson in humility here for us. All pow-
er we have is given to us from God,
and we are called to use it with grace
as Jesus did. When His Father told
Him to go to earth and be born as a
baby, Jesus obeyed. He became the
incarnate Son of God for us so that we
might experience the blessings of
heaven.
For a moment, let us go back to the

narrative of the centurion soldier and
his servant who was sick. Jesus’ re-
sponse to that soldier, the man of au-
thority, was, “I say unto you, I have not
found so great faith, no, not in Israel”
(Luke 7:9). How wonderful it would be
for all of us if we were like that Roman
centurion! He was not a Jew, a chosen
one from Israel; yet Jesus pointed him
out as an example of faith and grace
in spite of all the authority and power
he had.
Authority has to blend with grace if

it is to be effective. When we sincere-
ly bear the name of Jesus, others will
see that authority and that grace. If a
Roman centurion can encounter Je-
sus’ authority and be transformed, we
too can experience His power. As
Christians, we dare not forget that we
are, after all, “one nation under God.”
It is so important that we keep that
Christian identity alive as we pursue
our faith in Jesus and bless others
around us. H

What’s in a Word?

Require
BY DARRELL W. MCKAY, M.A.

his mistake and the reason why he is
called a fool (Luke 12:20; cf. Ps. 14:1).
God said to this man, “Thou fool,

this night thy soul shall be required of
thee.” (Luke 12:20). The Greek for “re-
quired” is apaiteo and is found in only
one other place in the New Testament
(Luke 6:30 “asketh”) and may be
thought of as a banking term used
when a loan is called in. When Jesus
said that God required the man’s soul,
it implies one’s soul is on loan from
God and subject to recall at any time.
I grew up in a farming community

during difficult years for farmers. I re-
call hearing about this or that farmer
losing his property because of a bank
foreclosure. More recently, the United
States went through an economic and
banking crisis when unwise housing
loans could not be repaid by many who
had them, and many lost their homes. 
With the parable, Jesus was teach-

ing that there is something people
have that is far more valuable than ma-
terial things, and they need to think
about its long-term well-being. That
something is the soul. Eventually, the
body goes back to dust, material
things go to others, and the soul goes
back to God.
Where so many people go wrong—

and this can happen to both the rich
and the poor—is when things become
more important than the soul. Any
planning for the future that does not
include God—and the fact that one’s
soul may be recalled at any moment—
is foolish planning. The wise person
will seriously consider his eternal fu-
ture first and then submit to God’s
leading in how he lives his earthly life. 
Money is not evil in itself, but it can

become our god, depending on how
we look at it and use it. We need to rec-
ognize that all things, money included,
belong to God. We are but stewards of
what He entrusts to us. He surely per-
mits us to use it for self and family 
(I Tim. 5:8), and He wants us to be gen-
erous toward others (6:18), as well as
toward Him (Luke 12:21). Those who
do not are simply foolish. H
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ance was changed. He became glori-
ously bright from head to toe. Both His
skin and His clothes radiated with
blinding brilliance: “His face did shine
as the sun, and his raiment was white
as the light” (Matt. 17:2).
This description of Jesus is not iso-

lated to the transfiguration, however.
When Jesus appeared to the Apostle
John in the opening chapter of Reve-
lation, for example, Jesus’ “head and
his hairs were white like wool, as white
as snow. . . . and his countenance was
as the sun shineth in his strength”
(1:14,16).
The blinding light and spotless

white clothes are perfect illustrations
of Christ’s majesty and holiness. Such
would have been readily recognized
by the disciples considering their
knowledge of Old Testament exam-
ples of people being in the presence of
God. One of the most notable of these
examples comes from the Prophet
Isaiah. The glory of the Lord overcame
Isaiah, and he cried out, “Woe is me!
for I am undone; because I am a man
of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst
of a people of unclean lips: for mine
eyes have seen the King, the Lord of
hosts” (Isaiah 6:5). In that moment,
Isaiah was reminded of his sin and im-
perfection because he was before a
holy, infinite, and perfect God.
While the disciples would eventually

be humbled by the full event that was
the transfiguration, some other impor-
tant aspects of this event quickly took
place. Almost immediately after Jesus’
form took on a glorious appearance,
Moses and Elijah appeared, back from
the dead and talking with Jesus.
The presumptuous Peter attempted

to insert himself and his desires into
the Christ-centered event and spoke
up, suggesting that the disciples make
“tabernacles” (Matt. 17:4), or shelters,
for Jesus, Moses, and Elijah. His hasty
suggestion was interrupted by a
“bright cloud” (vs. 5), and a divine
voice from heaven proclaimed, “This is
my beloved Son, in whom I am well

pleased; hear ye him.” It was at this
command that the disciples fell down
and resonated fear like Isaiah and oth-
er Old Testament saints.
This meeting and conversation that

occurred between Jesus, Moses, and
Elijah has some special significance
not readily seen in the text. It should
be noted that both Moses and Elijah
were persons of extreme significance
for Jews. After all, Moses was the hu-
man author God used to record the
first five books of the Bible, which con-
tain the record of the earth’s creation,
the calling of Abraham, the foundation
of the twelve tribes of Israel, and the
Law given to Moses on Mount Sinai.
The reverence the Jews had for Moses
was so strong, in fact, that the author
of Hebrews wrote in part, to convince
his readers that Jesus is superior to
Moses in every way (3:1-6).
Elijah was also a hero to the people

of Israel. He was used mightily by God
to stand up to the wickedness of King
Ahab and Queen Jezebel, which in-
cluded a challenge lost by the
prophets of Baal (1 Kings 18). He did
not enter into heaven through death;
instead, the Lord sent him a chariot of
fire to escort him into the Lord’s pres-
ence (II Kings 2).
Many Jews during the time of Jesus’

earthly ministry and the early church
did not see Jesus as the Son of God
and promised Messiah. Many elevated
Moses and Elijah over Him. Thus, God
the Father’s validation of Jesus and His
command to “hear ye him” (Matt. 17:5)
powerfully demonstrates the Person,
position, and authority of Jesus Christ.
Such a conclusion is echoed in Pe-

ter’s second epistle, in which he ex-
pounded the validity of Jesus’ divinity:
“For he received from God the Father
honour and glory, when there came
such a voice to him from the excellent
glory, This is my beloved Son, in whom
I am well pleased. And this voice
which came from heaven we heard,
when we were with him in the holy
mount” (1:17-18).

Sermon

Matthew 17:1-13
BY J.A. LITTLER, M.DIV.

THE transfiguration is a major high-
light of Jesus’ earthly ministry. Af-

ter Jesus took three of His closest dis-
ciples up a mountain, His appearance
completely changed, and He took on
the appearance that will be seen when
He returns.
First, it is important to consider the

context of the transfiguration.
Matthew 16 demonstrated that the
transfiguration was preceded by some
internal conflict between Jesus and
the disciples, most notably Peter. The
ever-impetuous disciple had been giv-
en a great compliment from Jesus af-
ter expressing the God-revealed iden-
tity of Jesus as the Christ and Son of
God (vss. 17-20). 
However, when Jesus explained His

eventual betrayal and crucifixion, Pe-
ter rebuked Jesus and told Him that
such a cruel fate would never happen.
Jesus responded by equating Peter’s
thoughts with Satan, humbling the
rash disciple (Matt. 16:22-23).
Jesus subsequently taught His dis-

ciples a lesson on true discipleship,
noting that following Him meant giving
up a claim on one’s life. This lesson
ended with the promise that “there be
some standing here, which shall not
taste of death, till they see the Son of
man coming in his kingdom” (Matt.
16:28). Thus, James, John, and espe-
cially Peter would likely have been in
sober contemplation over these events
and lessons as they ascended the
Mount of Transfiguration six days later.

THE EVENT
Jesus separated Peter, James, and

John from the rest of the disciples. It is
a common theme throughout the
Gospels that Jesus called these three
men apart to bear witness to signifi-
cant events that highlight His lordship.
This event was, of course, no excep-
tion, as Matthew immediately moved
into details of the event itself.
The text explains that this transfigu-

ration event included some important
elements. First, Jesus’ whole appear-

The Transfiguration
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moral conclusions insomuch that it
does not violate biblical truth. Every
self-help book, newspaper article,
documentary, radio interview, State of
the Union address, and so on, is sub-
ject to Jesus. We are told to hear Him
above all else.
This principle might initially be seen

as excessively strict, but consider how
deceitful the human heart is (cf. Jer.
17:9). If we designed our own path to
life, void of God’s intervention, we
would design a path that would even-
tually only serve ourselves. Jesus said,
“I am the way, the truth, and the life: no
man cometh unto the Father, but by
me” (John 14:6). His true, life-reveal-
ing words are the ones we must listen
to and obey.
Always consider the death, burial,

and resurrection of Jesus. Before, dur-
ing, and after the transfiguration, Jesus
explained to His disciples that He
would be betrayed and killed. The dis-
ciples were eventual witnesses to this
universe-changing event, and their tes-
timony is the one found in the Gospels.
We should also consider the central

place the death, burial, and resurrec-
tion has in our identity as followers of
Christ. For example, as you consider
your relationship with God, you may
struggle with insecurity. Times of
doubt and darkness may creep in, and
spiritual forces, such as your flesh and
the devil, may accuse you of forever
being out of fellowship with the Lord.
Nevertheless, the death of Christ
speaks of the finality of your sin’s be-
ing absolved. Certainly, we are called
to consistent obedience (cf. I John
3:6), but we are also called to recog-
nize that the death of Jesus Christ with
our subsequent faith in Him is the only
requirement for our sins being defeat-
ed (cf. Rom. 8:35-39).
Jesus did not remain dead, howev-

er. He rose, defeating death and giving
us the freedom to proclaim along with
Him, “Death is swallowed up in victo-
ry. O death, where is thy sting? O
grave, where is thy victory?” (I Cor.
15:54-55). His glorious appearance at
the transfiguration demonstrates that
Jesus is alive and that He is coming
again (cf. Matt. 16:27). May these eter-
nally significant concepts be ever in
the forefront of our thinking as we
strive to live for Jesus Christ. They are
the lifeblood of our identity, and the
disciples’ lessons learned on the
Mount of Transfiguration are certainly
for us as well. H

that we would never have done such a
thing, but the disciples’ hesitancy to ful-
ly believe Jesus’ words is a perfect ex-
ample of our own fickleness. How often
have we read Scripture and were con-
vinced of its words only to forget them
the next day in a heated situation or
lapse of reason? “Wherefore let him that
thinketh he standeth take heed lest he
fall” (I Cor. 10:12).

APPLICATION
While none of us followed Jesus

during His earthly ministry or scaled a
mountain to witness His transfigura-
tion, we can nonetheless draw some
important points of application from
this passage. Consider at least these
three things:
Expect the unexpected as you fol-

low Jesus. Peter, James, and John
likely did not expect to witness Jesus’
being glorified, Moses and Elijah’s ap-
pearing, and the voice of God the Fa-
ther booming from heaven. While Je-
sus alluded to this event, the various
details came as a shock to these dis-
ciples of Jesus’ “inner circle.”
Likewise, we must realize that follow-

ing Jesus Christ is not a simple or com-
fortable road. As we can observe in
Matthew 16, living for Jesus means a
complete transformation of our lives,
submitting all to Him and the life He
gives. Challenges will abound. This may
stem from the natural elements of life it-
self, such as illness, financial struggles,
the death of a loved one, or the pain of
being persecuted for one’s faith. By fol-
lowing Jesus, you will be constantly
challenged to see each and every event
of life as something accomplishing the
Lord’s purpose, whether you anticipat-
ed it or not (cf. Rom. 8:28).
Listen to Jesus above all else. Even

with the heroes of Judaism, Moses
and Elijah, present, the voice of God
the Father demanded that His beloved
Son, Jesus, be heard. Jesus is in full
authority over the human author of the
Law, Moses, and one of the most pow-
erful and influential prophets, Elijah.
Listening to the words of Jesus in

the Gospels is a necessity for knowing
Him and following Him. Indeed, ob-
serving the whole of Scripture is a ne-
cessity, as it is “given by inspiration of
God, and is profitable for doctrine, for
reproof, for correction, for instruction
in righteousness” (II Tim. 3:16).
Every other source of advice, coun-

sel, or commentary must be subject to
Scripture and is thus only valid in its

Eventually, Jesus returned to the
disciples and said, “Arise, and be not
afraid” (Matt. 17:7). Jesus’ command
not to be afraid is indeed commonly
found in the Gospels, but its place
here relates to the rapid and powerful
events the disciples witnessed. Con-
sidering Jesus’ being glorified, Moses
and Elijah’s appearing, and God the
Father’s speaking from heaven, it
came as no surprise that the disciples
would be overcome with fear. Never-
theless, Jesus calmly reassured them
with both His presence and His words
that they need not be afraid.

THE LORD’S ANSWER
Jesus then engaged His disciples in

conversation as they descended the
mountain. It began with Jesus telling
His disciples to keep the events of the
day a secret until His resurrection. This
may seem like a strange request. After
all, one might ask, would not the de-
tails of Christ’s transfiguration help
support His earthly ministry? Jesus’
purpose is not fully explained in Scrip-
ture, yet He desired certain informa-
tion to be released according to differ-
ent stages in His ministry.
This reasoning could perhaps be

best understood within the context of
the disciples’ confusion. They pro-
ceeded to ask Jesus, “Why then say
the scribes that Elias must f irst
come?” (Matt. 17:10). Jesus acknowl-
edged that the scribes were correct in
saying that but not in how they re-
ceived the second coming of Elijah.
This was accomplished figuratively in
the coming of John the Baptist.
Note that the disciples knew John

the Baptist and mourned his tragic
death. Not too long before the trans-
figuration, John the Baptist had been
horribly executed, beheaded by
Herod. In fact, John’s disciples were
the ones to carry away his decapitated
body (cf. Matt. 14:1-12). Now Jesus
was telling His disciples that people
would do something similar to Him:
“Likewise shall also the Son of man
suffer of them” (17:12). Then the disci-
ples finally understood that Jesus was
referring to John the Baptist as the one
representing Elijah, who was last seen
on the Mount of Transfiguration.
This is merely another example found

in Matthew 16 through 17 of Jesus
prophesying His death. This was a hard
concept for the disciples to grasp, so
much so that they did not fully realize its
truth until His resurrection. It could be
easy to judge the disciples and boast
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ELKANAH was an Ephrathite, a per-
son associated with Bethlehem.

He lived in Ramah with his two wives,
Hannah and Peninnah. Peninnah had
given Elkanah many children, but
Hannah was childless. This led to
Hannah’s persecution by Peninnah.
Because of this tension between
them, they were rivals in the house of
Elkanah.
Each year, Elkanah took his family

up to Shiloh to worship and sacrifice
to the Lord God. At that time, Shiloh
was the place where the tabernacle
and the ark of the covenant were sta-
tioned, and all Jews were to go there
to offer sacrifices and to worship God. 
The high priest at the tabernacle

was Eli. He was an elderly man, and he
lacked parental authority over his two
sons, Hophni and Phinehas. They
were evil men. They also served in the
tabernacle, and they used their privi-
leged positions before the people of
Israel to take advantage of them. They
used the people’s sacrifices to enrich
themselves. 
Israel was without godly leader-

ship. The nation was in deep spiritual
trouble.
Elkanah would give Peninnah and

each of his children born from her a
portion of his offering, but to Hannah
he gave a double portion as a sign of
his great love for her. But still she was
troubled and sorrowful because of her
barren condition. His love for her did
not change her situation.
To be childless in those days was a

great dishonor. In many people’s
minds, being barren was a sign of
God’s displeasure with a woman. So
Hannah’s life was doubly burdened:
first by her rival Peninnah, and second
by the society around her. Even Elka-
nah’s suggestion that he was worth
more to her than ten sons (I Sam. 1:8)
could not overcome her deep hurt at
being childless. What was she to do to
change her situation?
Hannah represented many of us

who find ourselves in circumstances

that we do not understand. She was a
very godly woman who served both
God and her husband faithfully. Her
husband recognized what a good
woman she was, and he expressed
that to her. 
Yet she saw herself as useless and

outside of the Lord’s will. Her barren-
ness caused her to be unable to enjoy
anything in her life, even a time of wor-
ship. 
We learn from I Samuel 1:9 that she

waited until after all the feasting was
completed, and then she arose. She
moved toward God in prayer. She
went to the tabernacle, to the door-
post of the temple of the Lord, and in
her deep distress, she stood before
the Lord and prayed and wept from
her heart (vs. 10). 
The Apostle Paul encourages the

anxious to do the same and go to the
Lord in prayer. His words in Philippians
4:6-7 encourage us during difficult
times to “be careful for nothing; but in
everything by prayer and supplication
with thanksgiving let your requests be
made known unto God. And the peace
of God, which passeth all understand-
ing, shall keep your hearts and minds
through Christ Jesus.” 
Hannah acted on this principle by

turning to the only one who was able
to help her in her anxiety, the Lord
God. In her anxiety, she prayed in si-
lence. Her heart spoke to the Lord God
about her situation and her desire for
a child, specifically a son.
God wants your heart to speak truth

to Him so that He may answer you with
His grace and mercy. To others, this
type of praying may seem strange.
Even Eli thought that Hannah was a
drunken woman. 
Her explanation to Eli shows us the

condition needed in times of sorrowful
prayer. “And Hannah answered and
said, No, my lord, I am a woman of a
sorrowful spirit: I have drunk neither
wine nor strong drink, but have poured
out my soul before the Lord. Count not
thine handmaid for a daughter of Be-

lial: for out of the abundance of my
complaint and grief have I spoken
hitherto” (I Sam. 1:15-16). 
Hannah was not drunk. She was

simply a woman in sorrow expressing
her great need to the Lord in prayer.
With the explanation presented, Eli
blessed Hannah and sent her away
hopeful that she had been heard by
the Lord God.
Upon returning home, God an-

swered Hannah’s prayer. She con-
ceived, and a son, whom she named
Samuel, was born to her. The mean-
ing of the name is either “heard of
God” (asked of God) or “name of
God.” Later, Hannah would fulfill her
vow to God and give Samuel as a liv-
ing sacrifice to the Lord in service
(I Sam. 1:11). He would be the final
judge of Israel before the time of the
monarchy.
God used Hannah’s sorrowful situa-

tion to sovereignly and graciously ful-
fill His plans and purposes for Israel.
Samuel would hand over the kingdom,
first to King Saul and later to the great
King David. 
This reminds us that our prayers

touch more than simply our own lives.
While we do not know what the Lord
will do in both answering our prayers
and using them to fulfill His plans in the
world, we can trust Him to do good for
all who love Him (Rom. 8:28). 
Hannah’s prayer for a son was used

by God to return Israel to the
covenant. God’s plan for Hannah and
Samuel would lead to King David and
through him to our Saviour, Jesus
Christ.
Hannah is an example of a godly

woman overcoming suffering by
means of prayer. She encourages us
to hold fast to God by turning to Him
in our hour of need. 
God’s answer to our spiritual needs

is found in the Redeemer, Jesus
Christ. Samuel was a prophet and
priest, ruling over Israel, leading them
back to God. The Lord abundantly an-
swered Hannah’s prayer! H

Biblical Snapshots of People Who Prayed

Hannah’s Prayer—God’s Answer
BY LYLE E. BEARSS
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Mark 10:11-12 affirms what Jesus
taught in Luke 16. Matthew’s account
says essentially the same thing but in-
cludes an exception: “And I say unto
you, Whosoever shall put away his wife,
except it be for fornication, and shall
marry another, committeth adultery:
and whoso marrieth her which is put
away doth commit adultery” (19:9). This
same exception clause occurs in the
passage in the Sermon on the Mount
and will be examined below.
In His Sermon on the Mount, Jesus

was contrasting the teaching of the
scribes and the Pharisees with His
own. He needed to clarify the original
intent of the law because it had been
corrupted by their misguided teaching.
The Pharisees taught that if a man di-
vorced his wife, he had to do the prop-
er paperwork and give her a certificate
of divorce (Matt. 5:31). Jesus’ re-
sponse was, “But I say unto you, That
whosoever shall put away his wife,
saving for the cause of fornication,
causeth her to commit adultery: and
whosoever shall marry her that is di-
vorced committeth adultery” (vs. 32).
Does the exception clause then

grant a contemporary ground for di-
vorce? No. As seen above, it appears
only in Matthew’s Gospel, and there is
a good explanation as to why. Only
Matthew provides the account of
Joseph’s intention to divorce Mary be-
cause he thought she had been un-
faithful to him during their betrothal
period (1:18-19). The “fornication” that
Jesus spoke of in the exception claus-
es refers to just such behavior and has
Deuteronomy 22:13-21 as its back-
ground, which would prohibit Joseph
from consummating the marriage if
Mary had indeed been unfaithful. 
It is clear from the Bible that God

does not want married couples to di-
vorce (Mal. 2:16), but He knows it will
happen. He wants all believers to be
ready to forgive and to reconcile with
others, especially our spouses, when
we are wronged (Luke 11:14; Eph.
4:32). Loving others is of utmost im-
portance (I Cor. 13), for God loves us
(I John 4:9-10). H

In Luke 16:1-13, Jesus taught His
disciples the parable of the unright-
eous steward. The point of the parable
is summarized in verse 13: “No ser-
vant can serve two masters: for either
he will hate the one, and love the oth-
er; or else he will hold to the one, and
despise the other. Ye cannot serve
God and mammon.”
The Pharisees were also listening to

this instruction. Because they were
lovers of money, they were deriding
Jesus (Luke 16:14). Jesus then ad-
dressed them in light of their belief that
God had given them wealth because
they had carefully kept the law. Their
external observances did not please
God (vs. 15); in fact, they were an at-
tempt to force their way into His king-
dom (vs. 16). The Pharisees were ac-
tually breaking the law through their
man-made traditions, endeavoring to
change statutes that could not be
changed (vs. 17). One of those
statutes concerned divorce and re-
marriage. While the Pharisees differed
among themselves on the acceptable
grounds, they all permitted divorce.
Jesus’ teaching stands in clear con-
trast: “Whosoever putteth away his
wife, and marrieth another, commit-
teth adultery: and whosoever marrieth
her that is put away from her husband
committeth adultery” (vs. 18). A sec-
ond union is adulterous while the first
spouse is still living because the orig-
inal two have become one flesh.
In Matthew 19:3 and Mark 10:2, the

Pharisees explicitly asked Jesus
about the legitimacy of divorce. Jesus
took them back to the Creation in Gen-
esis 1 and 2, affirming the permanence
of the marriage bond: “Wherefore they
are no more twain, but one flesh. What
therefore God hath joined together, let
not man put asunder” (Matt. 19:6; cf.
Mark 10:8, 9). The Pharisees under-
stood the words of Moses in
Deuteronomy 24:1-4 commanding di-
vorce; Jesus made it clear that they
had misunderstood Moses because of
their hardness of heart. (Moses was
not granting grounds for divorce but
dealing with its aftermath).

THE first human institution that God
established was the family. It was

to serve as the fundamental building
block for Israel, the church, and all hu-
man civilization. 
Fundamental to the family is the in-

stitution of marriage. On the sixth day
of Creation, God made man and
woman as the crown of creation. He
blessed them and commanded them,
“Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish
the earth, and subdue it” (Gen. 1:28). 
Genesis 2 provides a more detailed

account of the creation of man and
woman. Man was fashioned from the
dust of the earth, but woman was made
from the side of man. Adam recognized
the significance of this when he de-
clared, “This is now bone of my bones,
and flesh of my flesh: she shall be called
Woman, because she was taken out of
Man” (vs. 23). Moses then provided a
commentary on this special relationship
established by the Lord: “Therefore
shall a man leave his father and his
mother, and shall cleave unto his wife:
and they shall be one flesh” (vs. 24).
Having become one in marriage, a man
and a woman are permanently united
and should be separated only by death.
Sadly, this ideal has not been real-

ized, neither throughout history or in
this present day. Israel needed legisla-
tion from God early on for dealing with
the aftermath of divorce (Deut. 24:1-4).
The divorce rate in the United States at
times has been estimated to be as high
as 50%, and the divorce rate within the
church is not much better.
In light of this, it is instructive to look

at the teaching of Jesus on divorce and
remarriage. He speaks on this subject
on three different occasions in the
Gospels: during His Sermon on the
Mount (Matt. 5:31, 32), in a confronta-
tion with some Pharisees in Judea be-
yond the Jordan (Matt. 19:1-12; Mark
10:1-12), and in the midst of another
encounter with the Pharisees on the
dangers of wealth (Luke 16:14-18). In
order to properly understand the so-
called “exception clauses” that appear
only in Matthew’s Gospel, these pas-
sages will be examined in reverse order.

The Life and Times of Jesus

Jesus’ Teaching on Divorce and Remarriage
BY FRANK PASS
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THE entire Bible is a testament to
God’s redeeming love. One of the

best examples is God’s dealing with
Israel as illustrated by the Prophet
Hosea. God instructed Hosea to mar-
ry an unfaithful wife. She abandoned
and humiliated him. After Hosea’s
wife, Gomer, proved herself unfaithful,
God instructed him to take her back.
The action would have been scan-
dalous in ancient Israel. Hosea would
have been ostracized by his people. 
The love of Hosea for his bride was

intended to be an illustration of God’s
enduring love for His sinful and rebel-
lious people. Even though the nation
of Israel had strayed far from God, He
was still reaching out to them with His
love, which redeems even the most
defiled. But God’s love is not only for
His disobedient nation; it is expressed
to the entire human race. Each of us is
a rebel who has transgressed God’s
law and stands condemned under the
righteous judgment of God. Every in-
dividual stands in need of God’s re-
deeming love.
Psalm 107 celebrates the wonderful

redeeming love of God. It is a love that
takes action by reaching out to us
even when we are lost and unable to
find our way. Psalm 107 powerfully
proclaims and illustrates God’s re-
deeming love.

The psalm is a declaration of thanks
and praise of the redeemed (vss. 1-4).
It is the song that should rest on the
lips of all who have experienced the
love of God that seeks the lost, fills the
hungry, and gives light to the blind.
God’s redeeming love reaches

those scattered in the north, south,
east, and west (vs. 3). These were sit-
uations that the Israelite audience
would completely understand. More
than once Israel was scattered and
dispersed. The tribes of Israel were
carried into a foreign land by their As-
syrian conquerors in 722 B.C., and the
Babylonian deportation of the tribes of
Judah was complete in 586 B.C. The
Jewish people gained a reputation as
a scattered people and were even giv-
en the title “Jews of the Diaspora.” The

Jewish audience would have certainly
rejoiced in a God who redeems from
every corner of the globe.
The remainder of Psalm 107 paints

a vivid picture of man’s need and
God’s redemption. The psalm devel-
ops in four stanzas. Each stanza has
four parts:
1. The desperate situation of the

hopeless.
2. A cry for help.
3. God’s deliverance.
4. A declaration of thanks and

praise.
Though each stanza is different in

content, they all follow the same basic
outline. Each of the four stanzas intro-
duces the reader to a new group: 
1. The wanderers lost in the wilder-

ness (vss. 4-9).
2. The prisoners languishing in

chains (vss. 10-16).
3. The fools trapped in sin (vss. 17-

22).
4. The mariners tossed at sea (vss.

23-32).
The four groups described in Psalm

107 are appropriate pictures of man’s
hopeless state.
The wanderer is a perfect example

of man apart from God. He is lost with-
out a place to call home (vs. 4). In life,
he wanders without purpose or desti-
nation. As the Preacher of Ecclesi-
astes might say, his life is “vanity of
vanities” (cf. 1:2). He is hungry and
thirsty but unable to find sustenance
or quench his thirst (Ps. 107:5). He
cries out to God and He delivers him
out of his distress (vs. 6). 
God’s redeeming love offers hope to

the wanderers. He leads them to an
eternal, enduring home beyond the
shores of this life (vs. 7). He also satis-
fies the hungering and thirsting souls
of those who seek Him (vs. 9). As a re-
sult, the redeemed wanderer praises
the Lord.
If God’s love offers hope for the

wandering pilgrim, it is great news for
the prisoner in chains. The prisoner is
equally helpless and hopeless. All of

mankind is bound in the fetters of sin.
The prisoners “sit in darkness and in
the shadow of death, being bound in
affliction and iron” (vs. 10). Verse 12
says that there was no one to help
them. 
The prisoners cry out to the Lord

and find that God’s love is able to help
even them. He sets the prisoners free
and breaks the heavy chain of sin (vs.
14). 
Like the prisoner, the fool has his

own chains. He is trapped in his own
folly. His transgressions and iniquities
pile up until they are an unbearable
burden (vs. 17). But the Lord hears the
cry of the foolish, and He extends His
love to them. The psalmist repeats the
familiar refrain: “Oh that men would
praise the Lord for his goodness, and
for his wonderful works to the children
of men!” (vs. 21; cf. vss. 8, 15, 31).
The final stanza portrays sailors

trapped in the unforgiving deluge of an
ocean tempest. How frightening to be
tossed to and fro with no control! Vers-
es 26 and 27 vividly say that “their soul
is melted because of trouble. They reel
to and fro, and stagger like a drunken
man, and are at their wit’s end.”
This word picture foreshadows the

kind of terror that Jesus’ disciples ex-
perienced amid a storm on the Sea of
Galilee (Mark 4:35-41). In both Psalm
107 and in the Gospel of Mark, the
sailors cried out to their Lord for help.
Just as Christ would one day calm the
storm as a display of His glory before
His frightened disciples, the Lord in
Psalm 107 is described as making
“the storm a calm, so that the waves
thereof are still” (vs. 29). 
Psalm 107 goes on to reveal that

God’s redeeming love has the power
to restore nature (vss. 33-43). There is
no person and no place that God’s
love cannot reclaim.
God’s love reaches us exactly

where we are. When we realize the ex-
tent of God’s redemption, our hearts
should echo the words of verse 8: “Oh
that men would praise the Lord for his
goodness, and for his wonderful
works to the children of men!” H

Meditations in Psalms

God’s Redeeming Love: Psalm 107
BY REED WAGGONER
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“teaching for doctrines the command-
ments of men” (vss. 7-9).
Second, Jesus explained it is the

condition of the heart that reveals a
person’s sinfulness (Matt. 15:10-11).
Even though it is good to be clean, that
will not and cannot create a pure heart.
Only the “blood of Jesus Christ his Son
cleanseth us from all sin” (I John 1:7).
They substituted outward tradition for
inward holiness when, in fact, inward
holiness produces outward godliness
(cf. Matt. 23:25-26; Heb. 9:14).
In the church at Thessalonica, false

teachings had crept in regarding
Christ’s return (I Thess. 4:14-17; 5:1-6).
Some had become busybodies, “work-
ing not at all” while they expected His
immediate coming (II Thess. 3:11). Paul
rebuked this disorderly conduct and
said they had not followed godly tradi-
tions (vs. 6). These traditions were the
words and letters from Paul (2:15). In
this, he told the Thessalonians to
“stand fast, and hold the traditions
which ye have been taught.”
The church of today has a great her-

itage. Some of the divisive issues are
a result of forgetting what our spiritual
forefathers have taught. They had a
high regard for Scripture—the in-
spired, inerrant, and infallible Word of
God (cf. Pss. 12:6-7; 119:89; Matt.
24:35; II Tim. 3:16). Sadly, many today
disregard the authority of Scripture. 
The Bible teaches that Christians are

new creations (II Cor. 5:17) who grow in
grace (II Pet. 3:18) and are separate
from the world (Jas. 1:27; I Thess.
5:22). Further, we are saved to serve
(cf. Mark 16:15; Eph. 2:10). However,
when we as Christians forget this her-
itage and adopt the philosophy that
says, “To win the world we must be like
the world,” we forget the traditions that
Paul said were important. Those tradi-
tions are found in the Word of God. 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 email us at
theoed@uniongospelpress.com
(subject line: Bible Bookmark).

Q. Some of my friends say that my
church is too traditional. Why did Paul
say to keep the traditions (II Thess. 2:15)
when Jesus said the Pharisees sinned
by keeping tradition (Matt. 15:3)?
A. The idea of keeping traditions has

been, at times, a controversy in many
churches. Usually this is understood by
what types of music are acceptable or
what clothes to wear (even though the
Bible discusses these). However, we
must understand what the Bible means
when it uses the word “tradition.”
What is a tradition? It can be defined

as an acceptable action that has been
handed down through time. It is a cul-
tural way of doing things. Each nation
has customs that are considered right
or wrong, proper or improper.
The Jews of Jesus’ day strictly fol-

lowed the written Law of Moses (the
Pentateuch, Genesis through Deuteron-
omy). It was God’s word, and they ex-
pected it to be strictly followed. In addi-
tion to this, they also believed that God
gave the oral law to Moses, which was
finally written and compiled into vol-
umes called the Talmud. These are the
“tradition of the elders” (Matt. 15:2) and
were meant to explain the teachings of
Scripture. According to the Jewish lead-
ers of Jesus’ time, the Talmud held more
authority than the Pentateuch.
When Jesus rebuked the scribes

and Pharisees, it was because their
traditions superseded Scripture. For
example, they held that it was a sin not
to wash before eating (Matt. 15:2). In
fact, they believed that if a Jew did not
thoroughly and frequently wash his
hands in a prescribed way, he was
considered unclean. 
Jesus had to set them straight since

the Old Testament does not teach
about their rituals of washings. He first
did this by asking them why they did
not honor their parents as God plainly
commanded in Exodus 20:12. Instead
they gave a gift to the temple, which
exempted them from helping their
needy parents (Matt. 15:4-6). In other
words, they paid their way out of
obeying God’s commands. Because
they did that, they were hypocritical,

If It Takes
a Child

Lord, if it takes a child
To reach the heart of God,

Then let me be a child.

If it takes a child
To trust and believe in You,

Then let me be a child.

If it takes a child
To forget the wrongs that people do,

Then let me be a child.

If it takes a child 
To see no difference between black

skin and white,
Then let me be a child.

If it takes a child
To believe all Your promises are

true,
Then let me be a child.

For in Your Word we read
That childlike we must be

If Your kingdom we will see.

Take all my grown-up ways
That I may pleasing be.

For if it takes a child—
Then a child I want to be. H

—Kathy J. Moore.

Bible Bookmark

Is Tradition Wrong?
BY JAMES O. BAKER
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WHAT doth it profit, my brethren, 
though a man say he hath faith,

and have not works? can faith save
him? If a brother or sister be naked, and
destitute of daily food, and one of you
say unto them, Depart in peace, be ye
warmed and filled; notwithstanding ye
give them not those things which are
needful to the body; what doth it prof-
it? Even so faith, if it hath not works, is
dead, being alone” (Jas. 2:14-17). 
Debra Dawsey of Lansing, Michi-

gan, puts into practice caring for the
needy and in many other ways being
the hands and feet of Jesus in the
world. She and her husband, Brett, are
members of Judson Baptist Church.
Debra puts her desire to serve into
many areas of church life. 
Her intensity and compassion are

rooted in verses such as those found in
James telling us to serve God by pro-
viding for the poor. Her interest in serv-
ing also began in her Detroit childhood.
Born to Frank and Ruth Staples,

along with her younger siblings Chris-
tine, Frank, and Jason, Debra remem-
bers the Sunday morning walks to a
church around the corner with her
grandmother, Annis Major, who lived
across the street from the Staple family. 
The whole family sometimes attend-

ed the Greater St. Mark Baptist Church
in Detroit. It was founded by Debra’s
grandfather and his brother, Frank and
Jimmy Staples. Members of the Sta-
ples family were always involved in
leadership positions at the church.
When Debra entered sixth grade, her

parents sent their children to a nearby
Lutheran middle school. They also
went to a Lutheran high school, from
which Debra graduated in 1983. Dur-
ing those years and early into Debra
and Brett’s marriage, they attended
and were active in Lutheran churches. 
Debra met her future husband, Brett

Dawsey, in high school. Years before
at a family Christmas gathering, an un-
cle asked Debra what kind of man she
would someday marry. She replied
that he had to measure up to certain
criteria. Brett met all of her require-
ments. 
Although they began dating in high

school, they broke up a couple of
times. The second time was a heart-
breaker for Debra. After some time,
she decided she would be fine and just
needed to get over him. He was, after
all, dating another young lady. 
Just a short time later, Brett came to

Debra and asked her to take him back
if he broke up with the other girl. With
some reluctance, Debra agreed. The
two of them committed to each other.
Finally, they were married in 1990.
Debra then transferred to the uni-

versity where Brett attended. At some
point in all of this, Debra went through
a transition in her life to become some-
one who faithfully attended church
and took seriously the good news of
the gospel of Christ. 
One time at church, Debra heard a

woman say that she could not under-
stand how anyone could not be
moved to tears when confronted with
the good news of Jesus dying and be-
ing raised from the dead to save us. It
was that comment that stuck with De-
bra and bothered her, for she had nev-
er felt that kind of emotional response
to the gospel. She began to under-
stand that the good news was per-
sonal and that Jesus was personal
and wanted her to be His child.
She does not remember a specific

date or time, but she knows that Jesus
came into her life with forgiveness and
that His gift of salvation was hers. 
Debra graduated from the university

in 1989, one year before she was mar-
ried. Her degree was in advertising. She
soon began what has been so far a
twenty-four-year career with the Michi-
gan Education Association as an office
supervisor, and she provides adminis-
trative support for the General Counsel.
Debra’s faith became deeper and

more meaningful as she and her hus-
band started their family. Brett works
for United Parcel Service (UPS). They
have three children—one set of twins
and an older son. Their oldest, Brett
Collin, was born in 1994. He recently
graduated college and is an associate
at an international, employee-owned
financial services firm in Milwaukee,
Wisconsin. He is also a gifted violinist

who plays with enthusiasm. He uses
his talent freely at church, and he
would be an asset to any church. 
Born in 1996, the twins’ names are

Bryce and Anissa. As of this writing,
Bryce was attending college where he
majored in business. Anissa attended a
university in central Michigan where she
majored in pre-veterinary medicine.
As their family grew and her faith

deepened, so did her desire to serve,
especially children. She said she often
wishes she had majored in an area in
which she could have earned a teach-
ing certificate.
God gave her a classroom at Judson

Baptist church, where she teaches a
sixth through twelfth grade Sunday
school class and the preschool through
fifth grade children’s worship class dur-
ing the worship service. Whatever
church they have been in, Debra has
taught children, or she and Brett have
worked with the youth group.
She said that in high school, a coun-

selor told her that she would be a good
teacher. Debra knew there was a need
for teachers in Lutheran schools and
that they did not get paid much.
Therefore, she decided the counselor
probably told every student this in or-
der to drum up new teachers for the
classroom.
Later, she found out that was not true,

but she was well into her major and
chose to continue. She is thankful for the
opportunities she has had through the
years to work with children and youth.
She also sings a strong alto in the

church choir, which I have the privilege
of directing. She tackles new music
with enthusiasm. Her son Brett told me
that she was listening and singing with
a practice CD all over the house as she
worked one day. That is dedication.
On a Sunday morning, she sings the

choir anthem, sits with her husband
for a few minutes, then after Children’s
Time, all the kids troop out after her for
their own worship time.
She also divides her time serving on

the church’s board of elders. This
board oversees all the issues imagina-
ble in managing a church with good
stewardship always at the forefront. 

Testimonies of Faith

“Who? Me, Lord?”
BY NOEL HARSHMAN
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to sign up. Both she and her husband
are fabulous cooks, so any recipient of
one of their meals is blessed indeed. 
First John 3:16-17 says, “Hereby

perceive we the love of God, because
he laid down his life for us: and we
ought to lay down our lives for the
brethren. But whoso hath this world’s
good, and seeth his brother have need,
and shutteth up his bowels of compas-
sion from him, how dwelleth the love of
God in him?” Ministry to the poor is
something God’s people have been ad-
monished to do throughout the Bible. 
Deuteronomy 15:11 says, “For the

poor shall never cease out of the land:
therefore I command thee, saying, Thou
shalt open thine hand wide unto thy
brother, to thy poor, and to thy needy, in
thy land.” The admonition covers all
those who are poor and in need—our
families, our brothers and sisters in the
Lord, and those who are strangers to us.
Christ died for all and expects us to
serve everyone for His glory.
Because Christians wish to make

their contributions stretch and to be
useful to those truly in need, they must
exercise good stewardship. As men-
tioned, Love Clothing Center is under
the auspices of Christian Services. This
organization has many types of servic-
es throughout the city and knows how
to steer people in the right direction.
They also act as a clearinghouse for
making sure clients are in need. 
For those whom neediness may

have become a way of life, they offer
and sometimes require a client to take
a free budgeting class they offer. So
when a client comes to the clothing
center, that person has been vetted.
Matthew 25:35-36 talks about one

who was hungry, thirsty, a stranger in
need of clothing, and ill, and the right-
eous one met his needs. Then the
righteous one asked when these
things had occurred, because he did
not recall giving to the Lord Himself.
The Lord answered, “Verily I say unto
you, Inasmuch as ye have done it unto
one of the least of these my brethren,
ye have done it unto me” (vs. 40).
For Debra, giving and serving in the

name of Jesus is a way of life. It is a
legacy she is passing on to her family
and the children of the church. Her
husband is right there encouraging
her, helping at the clothing center
when he can, driving the church van,
and singing in the choir. 
It is a lifestyle to which we may all

aspire as we open our hearts to God
and let Him lead us. H

Her greatest job is listening to the
clients. Many have no one to listen to
them. This is her opportunity to show
them that they matter and that Jesus
loves them. Often the volunteers ask
clients whether they have prayer re-
quests. Then volunteers pray with
clients, making sure they understand
that the clothing they receive is a gift
in Jesus’ name, who loves them more
than anyone else could.
This is part of the scriptural admoni-

tion in Matthew 5:16: “Let your light so
shine before men, that they may see
your good works, and glorify your Fa-
ther which is in heaven.”
When asked why she is so involved in

so many things and why she serves, De-
bra said she wants to actively give

Her most time-consuming service ef-
fort is being codirector of the Love
Clothing Center. The center meets in the
church basement but is under the aus-
pices of Christian Services. Opened in
1989, under the guidance of Tom Bayes,
one of the church’s former pastors, the
center has clothed over 30,000 children.
They accept gently used clothing, but
lots of new clothes are purchased,
thanks to contributions and grants.
Clothes, new underwear, shoes, and
coats are among the items available for
children sizes 4T through high school. 
She said that when the need for a

new director was made known in
church, her first thought was, That’s
not me!But then when no one stepped
up to do it, she prayed, “Who? Me,

Mrs. Debra Dawsey

Lord? It’s not me—is it?” Before long,
she thought, It’s me! She said the work
is not easy, but it is what God wants
her to do—one of the things, anyway.
Sometimes she is a peacemaker

when frustration sets in with their won-
derful volunteers. Sometimes she shops
for clothing so that there are new items
on hand as well as gently used. She
spends a great deal of time organizing
the center, which can become disor-
ganized rather quickly as people shop. 
Not long ago, the well-worn section

underwent a transformation, thanks to
a grant specified for that purpose.
Again, her organizational skills came
to the forefront as they overhauled the
whole area. 

thanks for all God has given her. She
wants to make others feel loved and to
know that God loves them so much that
He sent His Son to conquer death and
provide forgiveness and eternal life. She
wants to make sure she is doing what
God wants her to do. To her, this is faith
building. Debra said her prayer is, “Let
Your Spirit be what keeps us going.” 
One of her bosses where she works

loves the saying “If you’re not growing,
you’re dying.” She has adopted this in
her quest to grow as a Christian and to
help others grow. 
Debra does not confine her service to

God to specified titled activities. If peo-
ple in the church need a meal because
they are sick or injured, she is first in line
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THE daughter of one minister and
wife of another, as well as mother

of many children in eighteenth-centu-
ry England, Susanna Wesley was not
unusual for her time. Yet what made
her unique was her success not just as
a wife but as an influential example for
her children. As one biographer put it,
“Susannah had time to give each child
the groundwork for future conversion”
(Reese, ed., Reese Chronological En-
cyclopedia of Christian Biographies,
AMG). In fact, it could be said that the
revitalizing, world-changing ministry
of Methodism founded by her sons
John and Charles had its origins in Su-
sanna Wesley’s kitchen. 
Born on January 20, 1669, the

daughter of a London pastor and with
many siblings, Susanna Annesley was
educated at home. She also received a
rich education from her father’s library,
as well as his many scholarly visitors.
One of these was her future husband,
Samuel Wesley. They were married in
1688 when he became a minister.
In 1696, Samuel and Susanna came

to serve the church of Epworth in the
North Lincolnshire area where they
stayed thirty-nine years and reared
many of their children. It was a rural
church both in economy and mind-
set, and that proved difficult for the
scholarly Samuel. Sometimes the
parishioners opposed him because of
his rigid morality.  
Susanna bore nineteen children, of

which nine died as infants. She suc-
cessfully managed her home by herself
or with just one servant.
Although she lacked a university ed-

ucation, Susanna “extended her own
self-taught training to all her children”
(Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People
Called Methodist, Abingdon). So suc-
cessful was she that one observer de-
scribed the Wesley children as being a
“cluster of bright, vehement, argumen-
tative boys and girls, living by a clean
and high code, and on the plainest
fare; but drilled to soft tones, to pretty
formal courtesies; with learning as an

ideal, duty as an atmosphere and fear
of God as law” (Harmon, Susanna,
Mother of the Wesleys, Abingdon).
In her teaching, Susanna was very

patient with each youngster, some-
thing that amazed her husband. One
time after Susanna repeated the same
bit of information nineteen times to the
same child, Samuel reminded her how
many times it took. She replied, “If I
had satisfied myself by mentioning it
only nineteen times, I should have lost
all my labor. It was the twentieth time
that crowned it” (Harmon).
Though Susanna and Samuel were

devoted to each other, they often had
differences of opinion. In fact, one
time a disagreement about royal poli-
t ics caused a brief separation
(Adams). 
In 1688, the Stuart King James II

had been deposed, and his daughter
Mary and her husband, William of Or-
ange, took the throne. Susanna sup-
ported James, and Samuel supported
the new king and queen. In 1702,
when Samuel prayed for King William
during family prayers. Susanna re-
fused to say “amen,” and that caused
the separation. As he left, Samuel told
her, “Sukey, we must part for if we
have two kings we must have two
beds” (Harmon). The conflict was re-
solved soon after when King William
died and Samuel returned home. 
Antagonistic and hostile parish-

ioners sometimes caused problems for
the Wesley family. Occasionally, they
mocked the Wesley children, damaged
the rectory (parsonage), and abused
the family cows and dog. Then in 1705,
when Samuel was out of town, local
discontents harangued the parsonage,
shouting, drumming, and firing guns.
At the time, Susanna was just recover-
ing from the birth of her sixteenth child,
and a neighbor woman was caring for
the baby. But sadly, after all the com-
motion, the nurse slept so deeply she
rolled over in bed and smothered the
infant (Adams).
Then in February 1709, the rectory

caught fire, sending the family, includ-
ing a pregnant Susanna, scrambling to
safety. However, as the family assem-
bled, they realized six-year-old John
was missing. He was spotted standing
in an upstairs window of the burning
home.
To rescue the boy, a neighbor lifted

another man to his shoulders to
snatch John to safety just seconds be-
fore the roof fell in. John saw his deliv-
erance as God at work and for many
years referred to himself as a literal
“brand snatched from the burning”
(Harmon).
When Samuel died in April 1735,

there was little left for Susanna after all
debts were paid, and she had to de-
pend on her children (Adams).
Susanna had been faithful in teach-

ing her children to be godly, but it was
in 1738 that John finally came to sav-
ing faith in Christ as his Saviour. He
would be inspired to establish the
Methodist preaching and outreach
ministry. The movement received its
name from the “methodical” religious
routine John had begun while at Ox-
ford University (Adams). 
The Methodism ministry in London

was centered at a former cannon fac-
tory known as the Foundry. John
moved Susanna into this complex of
chapels, a school, and clinic. Here Su-
sanna spent her last days surrounded
by her family and friends in the min-
istry (Adams). 
Susanna Wesley came to be known

as the “Mother of the Wesleys” but re-
ally had only one desire. As she put it,
“I am content to fill a little space if God
be glorified” (Harmon). H

Testimonies of Faith

A Small Place: A Short 
Biography of Susanna Wesley

BY ANNE ADAMS

Susanna Wesley
Published in the U.S. before 1923 and public

domain in the U.S.



SUMMER QUARTER 2018 (147) 19

because he did not know the will 
of God in the situation (cf. vss. 19-20).
When we are doing God’s will, we will

have perfect peace. The Apostle John
reminds us, “Beloved, if our heart con-
demn us not, then have we confidence
toward God” (I John 3:21). If we believe
that God is sovereign in this world, and
He is, then He is absolutely in charge.
When He sees one of His children with
a desire to follow Him, He blesses that
child of His, engineering all his circum-
stances to make His will clear to him.
It does not have to be a mystery to

know God’s will, because we are as-
sured that He loves us so much. He is
always looking out for our welfare. He
is putting things in place even before
we know. When He is ready to reveal

His will to us, He draws back the cur-
tain to surprise us.
Joshua did not know how the walls of

Jericho were going to come down, but
when God told him to have the “men of
war” (Josh. 6:3), seven priests with
trumpets (vs. 4), and priests carrying the
ark of the covenant march around the
city in silence but later shout, that was
exactly what he must do. The victory
was Israel’s because Joshua followed
the will of God. The narrative concludes,
“So the Lord was with Joshua” (vs. 27). 
The Bible reminds us that His “word

is a lamp unto my feet, and a light unto
my path” (Ps. 119:105). God gives us
light enough for each step. He will
show us what follows in due time. We
have to learn to trust Him to show us
what His will is for our lives. H

something casually, and it is a catalyst
that gets you thinking about your own
situation and provides a way of looking
at it very differently. Suddenly a light
comes on, and you know what to do. 
Here is a simple answer to the way

God shows us His will. God opens His
way for us through revelation deep in our
spirits. Paul reminds us in his letter to the
Roman church, “For as many as are led
by the Spirit of God, they are the sons of
God” (Rom. 8:14). God nudges us with-
in to show us what to do. It becomes a
reality when we obey Him and submit to
what He is telling us deep in our spirits. 
Romans 12:2 reminds us, “Be not

conformed to this world: but be ye
transformed by the renewing of your
mind, that ye may prove what is that
good, and accept-
able, and perfect,
will of God.” This
tells us that God’s
will is to be discov-
ered, tested, and
proved by us one
step at a time. The
more we discard
the ways of the
world, the more
we will be able to
hear the voice of
God within and
have the courage
to follow Him. 
I am fascinated

with the way God
works in our lives.
From our human point of view, He can
seem to act slowly. But I have also
found that He never stops working on
our behalf even when we think He is
inactive. He surprises us with His
goodness and shows us that He nev-
er did leave us even when we wanted
our personal crises to clear up quick-
ly. He chooses to stay with us through
our wilderness.
Sometimes we hasten to find our

answers a little too quickly, and with
that behavior comes unrest. One is re-
minded of King Darius in Daniel 6 who
had Daniel cast into the den of lions for
praying to his God. In striking contrast
to the king, Daniel was at peace amid
hungry lions “because he believed in
his God” (vs. 23). The king could not
sleep or eat or enjoy music (vs. 18)

THERE is no doubt in my mind that
most believing Christians sincere-

ly want to know God’s will, but they are
frustrated because they do not know
how to go about it. This article will talk
about how we can find His will for our
lives and the steps to take to under-
stand it. The simple truth is that God
eagerly desires that we know Him and
His will for us. He really does not want
us to be in the dark about this.
The Bible reminds us that God has a

wonderful plan for our lives, if we have
put our faith in the Saviour. “Eye hath
not seen, nor ear heard, neither have
entered into the heart of man, the
things which God hath prepared for
them that love him” (I Cor. 2:9). This is
an amazing promise for God’s children.
We need to know how to appropriate
what He has prepared for us. This is
when we need to know His will for us,
and the mystery begins to unfold.
First, we need to understand that

God’s will for His children unfolds from
a relationship with Him. Relationships
need to be nurtured in order to be main-
tained. If one has not been to church in
a long time, or not talked with God in
prayer, or not read the Bible in a while,
then it is hard to know what God’s will
is. God speaks and moves His children
by those means. We develop a rela-
tionship with Him in those activities.
In Psalm 103:7 we read, “He made

known his ways unto Moses, his acts
unto the children of Israel.” And again in
Psalm 147:19 we read that “He sheweth
his word unto Jacob, his statutes and
his judgments unto Israel.” God spoke
with Moses “face to face, as a man
speaketh unto his friend” (Exod. 33:11).
He also revealed himself to Israel in a
manner that was not done with other
nations. God wants a relationship with
us as a foundation to show what He
wants us to know and do.
Jesus declared, “I came down from

heaven, not to do mine own will, but
the will of him that sent me” (John
6:38). Might we not do well to follow
the example of Jesus? It starts with a
decision to be willing to do whatever
He shows us. Then we must actively
look for His guidance. 
Sometimes God works through cir-

cumstances and people. Have you ever
been in a critical situation and did not
know what to do? Then someone says

Knowing God’s Will
BY A. KOSHY MUTHALALY, PH.D.
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AFEW years ago, Wayne and Bon-
nie Hollyoak of Martinsburg,

West Virginia, made a decision to live
deliberately and generously, seeking
to abound in the grace of giving (II Cor.
8:7-9).
As they sought ways to channel

their giving, God used a TV documen-
tary on children with albinism to get
their attention. Albinism is a genetic
condition that causes the skin, eyes,
and hair to have little or none of the
melanin pigment that gives human
skin, hair, and eyes their color. 
Poor eyesight is also associated

with the albinism syndrome. Albinism
can occur in any race and even in an-
imals when both parents carry the re-
cessive gene for it. Of course, it is
most noticeable when it occurs in
dark-skinned people like Africans. 
Although using the term “albino” to

describe a person with albinism is
considered by some a politically in-
correct and pejorative term, we use it
because it is the common term used in
Africa, and because the alternative,
“children with albinism,” seems too
long for repetitive use. 
In addition to the numerous health

problems caused when the skin does
not have the protection that pigment
gives, there are many misunderstand-
ings and superstitions of which albi-
nos are the target. Poor vision makes
it difficult for some albinos to succeed
in school; so as a result, they are com-
monly believed to be dull, even though
many are very intelligent. 
In Africa, albinism is thought to be a

curse, so many fathers leave their fam-
ilies as soon as an albino child is born.
Shamans also seek their body parts,
believed to make powerful medicine,
and sometimes kidnap and kill albino
children to get those parts. This is
such a growing problem that in dis-
cussions with missionary leaders,
Ugandan officials described ritual
murder as a top concern. Albino chil-
dren are not the only victims, but they
are often preferred victims.
As the Hollyoaks learned about the

plight of black children born with al-

binism and all the problems they face,
their hearts were moved. Both of them
had come to Christ through the witness
of Christian friends, and both shared a
love for missions and an interest in oth-
er cultures. As they thought about the
lonely albino children so often rejected
by their communities and even their
families, they longed to reach out to
them with the love of Jesus.
Bonnie searched the Internet for

Christian organizations having a min-
istry to albino children. She found
Every Child Ministries (ECM). She says
she saw it as a “no frills ministry that is
biblically based, effective, sensitive,
and continuously stretching to reach
more for Jesus.” 
As if to confirm the match, she

learned that ECM also provided sun-
glasses to albino children. That was
significant because the TV show that
had whetted her interest spoke of chil-
dren becoming blind through the sun
burning their unprotected eyes. Her
first thought had been, At least we
could send them sunglasses!
Bonnie learned that ECM had start-

ed its first project to albinos after a
short-term worker saw an albino boy
with his arm up to his face, constantly
shielding his eyes from the burning
sun. She said, “I wonder if my sun-
glasses could help him” and asked the
driver to stop the car. When given the
sunglasses, the boy’s arm was finally
able to drop to the normal position at
his side. He looked so relieved! Seeing
this, missionaries began to give sun-
glasses to other albino children, using
the opportunity to share the gospel
with them, and the project was begun.
The goals of ECM’s albino project

were to show the love of Jesus in prac-
tical ways to children rejected by their
society; to educate churches and the
general public to help build under-
standing of albinism; to promote ac-
ceptance and inclusion of those chil-
dren in society; to give teaching and
practical help to families struggling to
understand how to relate to their albino
children; and, most important, to use
those contacts as an avenue or open-

ing to build friendships and ultimately
to share the gospel with those families.
Following this, a missionary re-

searched albinism and wrote some
basic teaching about it in very simple,
non-technical terms to help families
with albinos, schools struggling to
know how to help albino children, and
the albinos themselves. 
Basic gospel teaching was included

in all the teachings developed, and
ECM began to give out the helpful
teaching along with the very practical
gift of sunglasses. All the African
countries where ECM had work had
albino children scattered through
them; so workers in all projects were
encouraged to reach out to them,
showing them the love of Jesus. 
As a result, Sophie Owor, one of

ECM’s Ugandan workers, made a sur-
vey of her home district. She found and
shared the gospel with many albinos
and their families, but one girl espe-
cially touched her heart. Because her
family feared ridicule from the commu-
nity, little Jesca, four years old, had
been hidden since birth and never per-
mitted to go outside the home like oth-
er children. When Sophie shared the
albino teaching and the gospel with the
family, they found the courage to bring
Jesca outside. Her eyes saw the light
of day for the first time!
Sophie reported to the ECM board

about Jesca and the other albino chil-
dren she had found. Their hearts were
moved, and a new project was
formed—a child sponsorship project
based on the albinos in Jesca’s district
but not limited to them. 
Having albino and non-albino chil-

dren interacting in a club together
teaches both groups valuable lessons.
The non-albino children learn to ac-
cept others who are different from
themselves, and the albinos experi-
ence the joys of friendship and ac-
ceptance, many of them for the first
time. Child sponsors are thrilled to see
what a positive difference their month-
ly sponsorship gift of $37 could make
in the life of a child.
ECM’s albino project found firm and

Missions

Seeking To Abound in the Grace of Giving
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help and that of other Christian
friends, ECM workers are seeking out
albino children in their areas of min-
istry in three African countries. 
ECM’s child and family advocate

worker in Uganda, Resty Kawalya,
found a family with four albino children
in great need. That too became the ba-
sis for another child sponsorship proj-
ect. In some established sponsorship
projects, leaders were able to
“squeeze” funds to enable vision test-
ing for their albino children, followed by
prescription glasses to enable them to
see well for the first time in their lives.
Others have received protective hats
that cover their ears, which often burn
in the sun, causing skin cancer. In these
practical ways, affected families feel
the love of Jesus along with the gospel
message as it is shared with them. 
Through the Hollyoaks’ support,

ECM Uganda placed a small adver-
tisement in a newspaper. It aimed to
help people understand that albinism
is not a curse and offer help to parents.
A public school teacher wrote to ECM,
thanking them because she had al-
ways wondered how to handle albino
children in her class. She had not un-
derstood about their poor eyesight
and was not sure whether their condi-
tion was contagious.  
As their work became known,

ECM’s albino children were asked to
interview on the radio and to partici-
pate in national conferences. All the
exposure is helping more people to
accept albinos into their communities.
To the knowledge of ECM leaders,

no other group is specifically seeking
to assist and to evangelize albino chil-
dren and families in the areas they
serve. So as God provides through
friends like the Hollyoaks and others,
ECM hopes to place more advertise-
ments, take the albino teaching into
more schools and churches, find
sponsors for needy albino children,
and reach out to more albinism-affect-
ed families with the gospel. 
Their plan includes developing vo-

cational training opportunities to en-
able albinism-affected families to be-
come and remain self-supporting and
developing an emergency fund to en-
able workers to respond quickly to
help children found in life-threatening
situations. As more and more children
are reached, God’s servants Wayne
and Bonnie Hollyoak are at the front
line of the ministry, blessing albino
children as they purposely seek to
abound in the gift of giving. H

near the entrance with pictures and
brochures, which they give to visitors
who show an interest.
When ECM had a yard sale, the Hol-

lyoaks donated their coin collection
and other items. They also tried to scale
down their own purchases in order to
give more. Then they began making
hand-crafted items, which they sell
along with items made by Africans in
ECM’s projects. They use social media
and go to craft sales. Wayne also par-
ticipates in making the crafts because
some require punching holes with a
very heavy-duty punch. Friends donate
many of the materials they need.
Their involvement has enabled them

to speak in some surprising places.
Bonnie’s job sometimes takes her to
court. One time, a judge’s wife had
bought some of their crafts, which
were presented in a bag that told
about the project and ECM’s mission.
In spite of the judge adhering to views
much different from Bonnie’s, to her
amazement, he told everyone in court
about her work with the project and
the children she is helping.
The Hollyoaks say that the thing that

gives them the most satisfaction is
that their “little crumbs can make such
a difference in the life of a child, that
child’s world, and that child’s future
children for eternity!” 
The children not only need help;

they also need Jesus as their Saviour
so that as they trust Him, they will be
saved eternally. With the Hollyoaks’

enthusiastic promoters in Wayne and
Bonnie. In Bonnie’s cubicle at her gov-
ernment job, she hangs information
about the project and uses the small
display to tell others about albino chil-
dren and how to help them. 
Wayne and Bonnie enjoy biking as a

couple; so they attached Ghanaian and
Ugandan flags to their bikes, which
they have found bring comments and
questions from passersby. This gives
them more opportunities to tell others
about the children they are helping. 
They have found many ways to sup-

port and draw interest to the project
beyond their own very generous sup-
port. They have sold pizzas, put on a
yard sale, sold massages in a donated
massage chair, and put up a map to
share with their own small fellowship
group. 
Every week they talked about the

children and how their support for
ECM’s project was helping them. An
elderly lady on a strictly limited budg-
et heard their reports and began giv-
ing monthly “firstfruit” offerings with
tears of joy that she could help.
The Hollyoaks also thought not only

about how they could make money
and spread the word but also how they
could make more money available
from their own abundance. They even
sold their big house and moved into a
much smaller house, giving the pro-
ceeds from the sale of most of their
possessions to ECM. In their new,
smaller cottage, they set up a display

From left to right: Lorella Rouster, Bonnie Hollyoak, John Rouster, Wayne Hollyoak
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Q. Why do I struggle so much with
sadness when I hear about happy
families? I no longer watch programs
about such happy people and do not
read stories about them, either. Spe-
cial occasions at church make me so
unhappy. 
A. First, you need to know that you

are not alone. The feelings of loneli-
ness you are experiencing are devas-
tating, and thousands of people have
the same struggle. It is easy to see that
unhappiness abounds in our world.
Death, separation, alienation, broken
relationships, disappointments, guilt,
fear, and unrealized expectations run
rampant today.
Please understand that sadness

has many causes. Not all sadness is
the result of sin; however, we live in a
sin-cursed world. God created each
one of us with the ability to pursue
happiness.
God gives us an interesting com-

mandment in Romans 12 that says,
“Rejoice with them that do rejoice, and
weep with them that weep” (vs. 15).
Would God command me to do some-
thing I cannot do? Tears may be the re-
sult of things beyond my control, but
happiness is a choice.
We often hear these all-too-com-

mon words: “Why do people expect
me to rejoice with them when no one
ever weeps with me? No one really un-
derstands my feelings. They do not
care about me.”
Choose happiness. Loneliness

may result from isolation. The cryp-
tic, proverbial style of Romans 12:9-
21 provides much insight for living.
For example, verse 12 declares, “Re-
joicing in hope.” In Romans 5:5, we
see that hope does not disappoint.
Who or what is the source of your
hope?
Choose love. Love always builds

relationships. Parents love seeing
their children bubbling over with hap-
piness. They watch with pride as
their kids perform at a Christmas pro-
gram, play a simple tune in a recital,
or execute a good kick playing soc-
cer.

Adopt your own set of kids. You will
want to take them to the Memorial Day
picnic just because you love them.
You will share in the joy of their ac-
complishments. “Let love be without
dissimulation [hypocrisy] . . . Be kind-
ly affectioned one to another” (Rom.
12:9-10).
We all must nurture loving relation-

ships with those around us. This takes
time, energy, and money. Is it worth
the effort? According to God’s Word,
we reap what we sow (Gal. 6:7). We
have a responsibility to reach out in
the power of the Spirit with God’s kind
of love.
Choose outward action instead of

inner reflection. Our verses in Ro-
mans 12 encourage us to act respon-
sibly. Be diligent. Be fervent. Serve
others. Associate with the humble.
Turn from evil. Be kind, and cling to
good.
If I am concerned more about my

own feelings than God’s commands, I
will struggle. We are victims of our
emotions if we allow them to control
our minds. “Gird up the loins of your
mind” (I Pet. 1:13).
When I take control of my mind,

suffering produces joy. “Not only so,
but we glory in tribulations” (Rom.
5:3). “Glory” and “rejoice” are similar
words in most translations. If I re-
joice, I am able to share in the joy of
others; then I fulfill the Lord’s com-
mand.
One puzzling thought remains. We

naturally gravitate toward joy. It has to
go both ways. There is a time to rejoice
and a time to weep. Who will weep
with you?
God understands. He sees each

tear that falls. Our hope is in the Lord.
Finally, develop meaningful friend-
ships with those mature enough to
care. 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).

Book Reviews
Laing, Howard W. Pearls Wrapped in Paper.
Bedford, Texas: Burkhardt Books, 2016.

This volume was written about the
author’s past and present times with
the Lord. He draws upon his own wor-
ship of the Lord. Laing began writing
these “jottings,” as he calls them, in
his eighties. He has pastored church-
es and taught in Christian institutions.
The book is a bit different from most

books in that there are no chapters as
such. Instead, he includes 463 pearls.
Each of these is a short paragraph.
There are many practical observations
and applications for the reader, espe-
cially Christian teens and adults. Each
of the paragraphs provides insight and
help that the author learned to give
from experience in his walk with the
Lord.
There is an index of Scripture refer-

ences from Genesis to Revelation.
These references are very helpful for
the reader’s growth in his walk with the
Lord.
I recommend this volume especial-

ly for believers. It could easily be used
for personal as well as group devo-
tional studies.

Daly, Jim. Marriage Done Right: One Man,
One Woman. Washington, D.C.: Regnery
Faith, 2016.

This book is recommended for both
singles and married couples. The au-
thor is president of Focus on the Fam-
ily in Colorado Springs, Colorado. He
touches on and seeks to answer real
questions often asked or ignored
many times. All of us have questions
about how to relate to one another in
the family, and the author gives advice
based on Scripture.
This work is divided in three parts:

“The Institution,” “Your Marriage,” and
“The Twelve Traits of Highly Success-
ful Marriages.”
As president of Focus on the Fami-

ly, the author (and his staff) has minis-
tered to and helped many individuals
and families for many years. Daly en-
courages “all Christ followers who
want to make a difference not only in
their own marriages but in the lives
and marriages of others.” He repeats
some crucial points from other au-
thors, secular and sacred, and under-
scores major points. H

—Robert P. Lightner.

Counseling Corner

Happy Families Make Me Sad
BY DAVID H. WILCOX, D.MIN.
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formed online, and their values can be
more unusual and unforgiving. As
Haidt and others have observed, such
micro-communities discourage dis-
sent within a “cluster of friends by ac-
celerating shaming.”
There is now enforced political cor-

rectness. According to Haidt, “Face-
book allows people to react to each
other so quickly that they are really
afraid to step out of line” (Bruni). 
New York Times columnist Ross

Douthat also commented that “Face-
book represents a new era of media
consolidation, a return to centralized
authority over how people get their
news. . . . But because so many peo-
ple effectively live inside its architec-
ture while online, there’s a power in a
social network’s subtlety that no
newspaper or news broadcast could
ever match” (“Facebook’s Subtle Em-
pire,” May 21, 2016, www.nytimes.
com).
For this reason, it is rather important

that the power of this social network
be “checked, critiqued and watched.”
Its ability to shape and control is sig-
nificant, and it will no doubt grow.
For those of us who name the name

of Christ, social networks like Face-
book demand that we exercise the
fruit of the Spirit called self-control. We
are to be controlled by the Spirit, not
social media and networks. We must
be critical thinkers and wise, discern-
ing believers in how we use social net-
working services like Facebook, Insta-
gram, Snapchat, and so on. These can
be helpful tools for communication
and networking, but a wise, discerning
Christian will not be controlled by
them. They are merely tools that we
must control in our lives. 
Paul’s strong exhortation in Philippi-

ans 4:8 is instructive: “Finally,
brethren, whatsoever things are true,
whatsoever things are honest, what-
soever things are just, whatsoever
things are pure, whatsoever things are
lovely, whatsoever things are of good
report; if there be any virtue, and if
there be any praise, think on these
things.” H

Facebook has refined algorithms to
generate a personalized newsfeed
based on what they know about each
user, with the goal of keeping each one
interested for as long as possible. 
All this raises additional concerns

about the role that social networks
play in our postmodern, autonomous
culture.
The Economist goes on to report

that as more Americans spend time on
social networks that deliver them only
news that confirms their worldview, it
furthers America’s ideological frag-
mentation. Don Baer of the communi-
cations firm Burson-Marsteller argued
that “we are able to reach more and
more people in ways that appeal to
each of them individually, but less able
to reach people as citizens of one
country.” 
Facebook also drives the growing

pressure in American postmodern cul-
ture to conform. New York Times
columnist Frank Bruni quoted social
psychologist Jonathan Haidt, who ob-
served that “one of the things we want
is to spend more time with people who
think like us and less with people who
are different. The Facebook effect is-
n’t trivial. But it’s catalyzing or ampli-
fying a tendency that was already
there” (“How Facebook Warps Our
Worlds,” May 21, 2016, www.ny
times.com). 
Facebook users are not challenged

but validated and reinforced. In Bruni’s
words, “By bookmarking given blogs
and personalizing social-media feeds,
we customize the news we consume
and the political beliefs we’re exposed
to as never before. . . . The prolifera-
tion of cable television networks and
growth of the Internet promised to ex-
pand our world, not shrink them. In-
stead they’ve enhanced the speed
and thoroughness with which we re-
treat into enclaves of the likeminded.” 
A penetrating result of the social

network phenomenon is that Ameri-
cans are less committed to institu-
tions. Instead, American millennials
particularly gravitate toward micro-
communities, many of which were

IN the spring of 2016, the founder andCEO of Facebook, Mark Zucker-
berg, invited a group of conservative
leaders to his Silicon Valley board-
room to discuss the perceived Face-
book bias against conservative views
and positions being displayed on the
Facebook platform. 
He denied any bias. As The Econo-

mist reports, “The social network’s pri-
ority is to get people to spend as long
as possible on Facebook, which means
showing the most relevant content to
each user. The more time people spend,
the more ads Facebook can sell. It has
no interest in alienating conservative
users” (“Censors and Sensibility,” May
21, 2016, www.economist.com).
Leaving aside the controversy over

Facebook’s perceived bias, I want to
focus on the subtle but real power of
social networking. Those in the church
who minister to young people must be
aware of how powerful social net-
works such as Facebook are in the
lives of our teens. 
As a social network, Facebook is

powerful and growing in its influence in
almost every area. It has 1.6 billion
monthly users, around 200 million of
them Americans. The Economist re-
ports that “on average, Americans
spend 30% of their mobile-Internet
time on Facebook’s platforms, which
include Instagram and WhatsApp.
Around 90% of American adults who
use Facebook pass the equivalent of
two workdays a month on the social
network.” Facebook has the power to
significantly shape public opinion. 
The Economist article also states

that Facebook can transform people’s
moods and political behavior. One
2014 study demonstrated that “users’
moods could be influenced by whether
the posts they saw on Facebook were
joyful or depressing.” The article cites
a 2012 study in Nature, which found
that “around 340,000 people probably
turned up to vote in the congressional
elections of 2010 because of a mes-
sage they saw on Facebook, and were
especially likely to do so if a friend
shared the call-to-action.” 

Timely Tips for Working with Teens

The Subtle Power of Social Networking
BY JAMES P. ECKMAN
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DID you know that scientists dis-
cover new species of animals

and plants every year? These new
species did not just appear out of thin
air. People who live in the same area
as these animals and plants already
knew of their existence. What makes
the species new is that they now have
a formal scientific documentation.
God, the Creator of all things, has al-
ways known His creatures (cf. Ps.
50:10) and cares for them (36:6).
Myanmar (Burma) is a country in

southeast Asia. In 2010, scientists
were conducting research in its north-
ern mountains. While there, they
learned about a “sneezing” monkey
from the villagers in the area. They re-
ported that this monkey had black fur
all over its body. It had white tufts of
fur on the ears, chin, and under the es-
pecially long tail. These creatures were
rarely seen, but when it rained, vil-
lagers heard the monkey sneezing. 
The researchers asked more ques-

tions about this shy monkey. They
wanted to know where the monkeys
were living. After gathering stories from
different villagers, the researchers had
a better idea. It seemed there were at
least three groups (called troops) of the
monkeys around the Maw River. A lo-
cal hunter offered the scientists more
to study. He gave them the carcass of
one of the monkeys and some skulls of
others to examine. But seeing one alive
would be a difficult task.
Scientists found a way to see the

snub-nosed monkey in the summer of
2012. They set up several motion-de-
tecting cameras in the Maw River region.
They hoped the cameras would catch
images of the Myanmar monkey to learn
more about them. In October of 2012,
the researchers had success. They pub-
lished the hard-to-find creature’s first live
photographs for the world to see. (To see
the images, search for “snub-nosed
monkey” at www.fauna-flora.org.) 
Their cameras caught three females

carrying babies. Seeing the young
ones was good news to the re-
searchers, since there are only three
hundred of this specific monkey in the

whole world. Scientists chose to place
the Myanmar snub-nosed monkey on
a critically endangered list. They hope
that local governments will help pro-
tect the monkeys’ natural habitat in
mountainous forests and stop people
from hunting them. 
There are other snub-nosed mon-

keys living in southern China and north-

smaller groups may center on a dom-
inant male and several females with
their young. There may also be groups
made up of all young males. When
food becomes scarce, the larger
group will break off into these smaller
groups to look for food. 
Snub-nosed monkeys are herbivores.

Their diet varies with the seasons. They

Noah’s Ark

The Myanmar Snub-nosed Monkey
BY KELLY HAWVER

ern Vietnam. The black snub-nosed
monkey lives in Yunnan, China. The
Tonkin snub-nosed monkey dwells in
northeastern Vietnam. The habitat of
the gray snub-nosed monkey is in
Huizhou, China. The golden snub-
nosed monkey calls the mountains of
central and western China home. 
The key feature for all snub-nosed

monkeys is a small stump nose with
wide nostrils that are in the front. All
the varieties live in mountain forests
and spend most of their time in the
trees. They live and travel in packs
made up of smaller groups. The social
order of the small groups varies. The

eat things like lichens, tree needles,
bamboo buds, fruits, and leaves. 
There are several predators that

they guard against. Depending on the
habitat, the wolf or leopard will hunt
them. Eagles and hawks hunt the
young monkeys. The greatest threat to
all the snub-nosed monkeys is the loss
of their home from forest clearing. 
The Creator has given us many

wonderful things to discover and to
learn from in His creation. Let us re-
member to care for His creatures the
best we can, for as Psalm 24:1 tells us,
“the earth is the Lord’s,” and so is
everything in it! H
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Wit and Wisdom

William Makepeace Thackeray: “A
good laugh is sunshine in a house.”

* * *

Horace Greeley: “Common sense is
very uncommon.”

* * *

“Having got all wrinkled up with care
and worry, it’s a good time to get your
faith lifted.”

* * *

“It may be more blessed to give than
to receive, but most of us are willing to
let the other fellow have the blessing.”

* * *

“The reason a dog has so many
friends is because he wags his tail in-
stead of his tongue.”

* * *

Herbert Hoover: “About the time you
think you can make both ends meet,
somebody moves the ends.”

* * *

Henry Kissinger: “There can’t be a
crisis next week. My schedule is al-
ready full.”

* * *

Socrates: “Beauty is a short-lived
tyranny.”

* * *

Erna Asp: “Instead of crying over spilt
milk, go milk another cow.”

* * *

“A fair-weather friend is one who is al-
ways around when he needs you.”

* * *

Tom Brokaw: “It’s easy to make a
buck. It’s a lot tougher to make a dif-
ference.” H

—Compiled by Donna Poole.

Cartoons Quote-ables

Our Great God
John Greenleaf Whittier (1807-
1892): “I see the wrong that round me
lies, / I feel the guilt within; / I hear, with
groan and travail-cries, / The world
confess its sin. /Yet, in the maddening
maze of things, /And tossed by storm
and flood,/To one fixed trust my spirit
clings; / I know that God is good!”

* * *

J. Dwight Pentecost (1915-2014):
“Mercy is God’s ministry to the miser-
able.”

* * *

Augustine (354-430): “We count on
God’s mercy for our past mistakes, on
God’s love for our present needs, on
God’s sovereignty for our future.”

* * *

C. S. Lewis (1898-1963): “A man can
no more diminish God’s glory by re-
fusing to worship Him than a lunatic
can put out the sun by scribbling the
word ‘darkness’ on the walls of his
cell.”

* * *

A.W. Tozer (1897-1963): “The love of
God is one of the great realities of the
universe, a pillar upon which the hope
of the world rests. But it is a personal,
intimate thing too. God does not love
populations, He loves people. He
loves not masses, but men.”

* * *

Thomas Traherne (c.1636-1674): “By
love alone is God enjoyed, by love
alone delighted in, by love alone ap-
proached and admired.”

* * *

Alexander Maclaren (1826-1910):
“Seek to cultivate a buoyant, joyous
sense of the crowded kindnesses of
God in your daily life.”

* * *

John Bunyan (1628-1688): “I have
loved to hear my Lord spoken of, and
wherever I have seen the print of His
shoe in the earth, there have I coveted
to set my foot too.” H

—Compiled by Donna Poole.
copyright � 2015

HarperCollins Christian Publishing
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TO say that being a dad is a chal-
lenging role to fulfill is perhaps

one of the understatements of the
year. To provide encouragement amid
the many facets of a man’s role as dad,
I would like to consider how a dad can
enjoy the journey of being a father to
his children.
Believing that the Bible is God’s

handbook to us for being a dad, it is
wise to start with what the Bible says
about enjoying the role. I refer you to
Ephesians 6:4: “And, ye fathers, pro-
voke not your children to wrath: but
bring them up in the nurture and ad-
monition of the Lord.” It is good to
note that this verse would be contrary
to the liberty that a dad had in his fam-
ily in the Roman Empire at that time.
Biblical Christianity brought a whole
different approach to parenting, espe-
cially for fathers. 
At first glance, though, you may be

wondering what Ephesians 6:4 has to
do with a dad enjoying his role as a fa-
ther. Let me explain.
First, a Christian Father can enjoy

the journey because he knows who he
is in Christ.
In the previous verses of Ephesians 5

and 6, the Apostle Paul had considered
the relationships of husbands and wives
(5:22-33) and the responsibilities of chil-
dren to their parents. Then in Ephesians
6:4, in continuing the emphasis on fam-
ily relationships, the Holy Spirit used
Paul to address dads personally. 
Paul addressed fathers personally

because earthly fathers share the
Lord’s characteristics of a father. Each
father represents the Heavenly Father
in his thoughts, attitudes, and actions
to his children, as well as to his wife. In
addition, the Word of God addresses
fathers personally because God holds
each dad responsible for providing the
spiritual leadership for his children in
his home.  
At the same time, the word “Lord”

assumes that the dad knows he is a
sinner before God and has trusted Je-
sus Christ as his Saviour (cf. Rom.
3:23; 10:9-13). 
To sum up this point, as a believer in

Jesus Christ, Dad needs to realize that
he is not only accepted by Christ; he
also bears the Heavenly Father’s im-
age as a father. Such a position with
such an eternal perspective should
cause every dad following Jesus
Christ to experience an inner sense of
joy and satisfaction. He does not need
to wonder who he is and whether he
fits into the mold of the world, in which
dads are led to believe that their role is
not that important. 
Second, a Christian father can enjoy

the journey because the Bible helps
him. There are two things Ephesians
6:4 instructs dads to do. One is nega-
tive, and the other is positive.
The negative is to “provoke not your

children to wrath.” These words mean
that a Christian father should not exas-
perate, not irritate, not nag over unrea-
sonable demands, not have petty
rules, and not use his authority arbi-
trarily in ministering to his children. If
they are doing that, they should stop
and then seek not to provoke their chil-
dren to wrath.
A child’s “wrath” can be the result of

dad being too severe with his children.
Dads should not irritate their children
to a point that they become discour-
aged, which may result in anger, caus-
ing them to withdraw and develop a
negative attitude toward their dad.
You may be wondering how this

negative admonition for a dad should
be cause for his enjoyment as a parent.
I refer you to Psalm 19:8: “The statutes
of the Lord are right, rejoicing the heart:
the commandment of the Lord is pure,
enlightening the eyes.” This verse tells
Dad that the Word of God, which pro-
vides direction for him not to irritate his
children, should also cause him to re-
joice and to take heart, for the wisdom
of God’s Word provides wisdom for
him in the area of developing a rela-
tionship with his children. 
Tied closely to the negative com-

mand is the positive command to “bring
them up in the nurture and admonition
of the Lord.” The words “bring them up”
convey the idea of development. Paul
was telling dads to be continually in-

volved in their children’s life education.
What is involved in that education? 
It involves the “nurture” of the Lord.

The word “nurture” has the idea of in-
struction, direction, and training, in-
cluding discipline (as needed) carried
out in the love of Christ that does not
irritate or belittle the child. The phrase
“admonition of the Lord” has the idea
of putting in mind, providing correc-
tion and warning as needed.
It becomes clear that the education

of the child affects his intellectual,
moral, spiritual, psychological, and so-
cial development.  
From the time his child is born, Dad

should realize that his loving and spiri-
tual influence, along with his servant
leadership in the life of his child, is es-
sential for his child to develop into a bal-
anced and mature adult. This is accom-
plished by spending time with his child. 
The home is the environment the

Scripture is referring to here, where the
nurturing and admonition of the child
basically takes place. I realize that dads
may have busy schedules, but the wise
father will make time to be involved in
the education (especially spiritual) of
his children in the home. If he does not
do that, he may regret it later. 
I also realize that some parents

homeschool their children, while other
children attend public school. One’s
church fellowship can also have a
positive influence on a child’s educa-
tion; but when all is said and done,
God’s desire is that the home provides
the needed basis for a child’s nurtur-
ing and admonition in the Lord. 
Last, a Christian father can enjoy the

journey because he knows his power
source. Knowing who he is and what
he should do cannot be done in a
dad’s own strength. That is why Eph-
esians 5:18-21 exhorts dads to be
filled by the Holy Spirit. 
The word “filled” means to be made

complete by the Spirit. Here it is part
of a command. Dads who are living for
Christ are to be continually controlled
by the Holy Spirit who lives in them (cf.
I Cor. 3:16; 19-20). When a dad obeys
the Holy Spirit, as revealed in the Word
of God, he will carry out the com-
mands of Ephesians 6:4. He should let
his wife and children know how grate-
ful he is for them. When he fails to car-
ry out Ephesians 6:4, he must be quick
to ask God’s forgiveness (cf. I John
1:9) and that of his family if needed.
Dad, continue to build a positive rela-
tionship with your family. Enjoy the
journey with them! H

Dad’s Den

Enjoying the Journey
BY PAUL R. BAWDEN



SUMMER QUARTER 2018 (155) 27

ing the helping hands or kind words of
my brothers and sisters in Christ is a
wonderful tool to help with parenting.
The Bible says in III John 1:4, “I have
no greater joy than to hear that my chil-
dren walk in truth.” The support of a
positive and uplifting community is
something we as Christians should
strive to provide for one another. 
My sister-in-law is the mother of two

autistic children who are elementary
school age. She is constantly brought
down by others when they go out in
public, whether it is at the grocery store,
a restaurant, or at the park. Others make
snap judgments if her children do some-
thing that others deem as inappropriate
for their age or inappropriate to be done
in whatever situation they are in. When
they go out to eat, other patrons of the
restaurant have made rude comments
about how she needs to control her chil-
dren. Some have complained to the
staff about her child’s behavior. 
Anyone with a child who has special

needs knows that being in public is a
struggle because of expected societal
norms. Many times, children with spe-
cial needs do not behave as expected in
public; they act out at times deemed to
be inappropriate. In many cases, these
children do not look physically disabled,
so others assume that they are capable
of handling a situation the same way
every other child would handle it. 
As the hands and feet of Christ, we

should be reaching out to a mom or dad
in a difficult situation and asking what
we can do to help. We should be giving
parents words of encouragement,
telling them that they are doing a great
job instead of bringing them down.
Ephesians 5:1 tells us, “Be ye there-

fore followers of God, as dear chil-
dren.” If we start uplifting fellow par-
ents instead of judging them, we might
see a turn in the attitude of our socie-
ty. If we could look to help our fellow
parents by praying for them and loving
them, we can be the hands and feet of
Christ. If we would surround one an-
other with the love of Christ, we could
help bring our children up in a positive,
loving community. H

IN today’s society, it is hard to ignoreall the negative things people have
to say about one another. It is easy to
become comfortable with the negative
language. It is even easier to judge
others around us for how they are rais-
ing their children. After a few minutes
of scrolling through your newsfeed on
Facebook, you have probably seen at
least five of your friends judging some-
one else’s parenting. You have proba-
bly read or heard the comments of
others about a news article, stating
how that parent could have done
something better or differently.
Recently, there was an article about

a mother who was visiting a zoo with
her children. Her three-year-old son
tumbled into the gorilla enclosure, re-
sulting in zoo officials deciding to shoot
and kill the gorilla for the safety of the
child. It was hard to ignore the judg-
ment toward the mother or the judg-
ment toward the zoo’s officials. Social
media has given us a platform for voic-
ing our opinions as loudly as we can. 
Another story was reported about a

little boy being taken from his parents
by an alligator while they were on va-
cation in Florida. This also garnered a
lot of attention from parents on social
media. They were quick to say how
they would have never let such a thing
happen. Too often, when events like
these happen, we jump to conclusions
about the child’s parents and what
they were doing wrong or right without
even knowing all the facts.
I find myself falling into the same

judgmental ways as the rest of society
usually does. It is easy to make an opin-
ion about a situation that happens to
another parent. The Bible speaks very
strongly about judging others. Matthew
7:1-5 says, “Judge not, that ye be not
judged. For with what judgment ye
judge, ye shall be judged: and with what
measure ye mete, it shall be measured
to you again. And why beholdest thou
the mote that is in thy brother’s eye, but
considerest not the beam that is in thine
own eye? Or how wilt thou say to thy
brother, Let me pull out the mote out of
thine eye; and behold, a beam is in thine

One Mother to Another

Hands and Feet
BY KELLI FREED

own eye? Thou hypocrite, first cast out
the beam out of thine own eye; and then
shalt thou see clearly to cast out the
mote out of thy brother’s eye.”
So often we do not know the rea-

sons a parent decides to handle a sit-
uation in a certain way or if there is a
backstory to the situation. We jump to
a conclusion because we think that
our opinion is the best.
My oldest daughter attends a school

that has both elementary grades and
junior high grades. Last semester, I
stood outside of my daughter’s school,
waiting for her class to be dismissed.
While I waited, the middle school chil-
dren filed out of the building. Most of
the older girls giggled with one anoth-
er, gave one another hugs, or held
hands with boys their age. As one of
the girls walked past me, she was on
the phone with her mom. She spoke to
her mother in a short and disrespectful
way, using cuss words and telling her
mother she was not going to do as she
asked. I found myself thinking, If that
were my daughter, she would not be
speaking to me like that.
Many times at my twins’ childcare

center, a mom in workout clothes will
drop off her child. A mother told me she
was heading to the gym and then
spending the day at home by herself.
Many times that same parent will still not
have picked up her child by the time I am
returning to pick mine up after a nine-
hour day at work. My thoughts quickly
go to, If I had the day off, I would be
spending it with my child. Maybe that’s
why her child is so misbehaved. She
needs more attention from her mother. 
In those weak moments, I have made

a quick decision about those mothers
when I know I have my own faults as a
parent. Luke 6:37 says, “Judge not,
and ye shall not be judged: condemn
not, and ye shall not be condemned:
forgive, and ye shall be forgiven.” 
As Christians, we need to try to curb

our thoughts and comments of judg-
ment on others and find a way that we
can be the hands and feet of Jesus. As
a parent of three girls, I know that rais-
ing children every day is hard, and hav-
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LIKE so many others, I had the priv-
ilege of sitting under one of the

last century’s great men of God, Dr.
Howard Hendricks. “Howie,” as he re-
ferred to himself (he was “Prof” to us),
was a master communicator. He knew
his material thoroughly, and both his
delivery and illustrations held us spell-
bound.
Among my most valuable seminary

courses was his “Bible Study Meth-
ods” class, the material of which,
some thirty-six years later, I still use
and teach in my own Bible classes.
Space does not permit an exhaus-

tive Bible study methods article, so I
have chosen to focus on the one as-
pect of Bible study I have found to be
most important throughout both my
pastoral and academic ministries:
context.
Webster defines context as “the

parts of a sentence, paragraph, dis-
course, etc. immediately next to or
surrounding a specified word or pas-
sage and determining its exact mean-
ing; the whole situation, background,
or environment relevant to a particular
event, personality, creation, etc.”
(Webster’s New World Dictionary of
the American Language).
Without context, it is impossible to

determine meaning. For example, if I
say “trunk” apart from its context, you
have no idea whether I mean an ele-
phant’s nose, the rear end of an auto-
mobile, a sailor’s storage locker, a
large traveler’s chest for carrying
clothes, the main part of a tree, the
body of a human or animal, the line
where railways join, the location
where electrical wiring or communi-
cations systems meet, the shaft of an
architectural column, or that part of a
ship’s cabin above the upper deck
(Webster).

TYPES AND DEFINITIONS
Inductive Bible study is built on

three major steps, with an intermedi-
ate fourth: Observation, Interpretation
(with its intermediate stage of Valida-
tion), and Application. We cannot
make legitimate application until we

have interpreted and validated our in-
terpretation. Moreover, we cannot be-
gin the interpretation step until we
have carefully observed the passage.
And a major component of observa-
tion is the study of that passage’s con-
text.
There are actually five types of

context: l iterary, historical, geo-
graphical, cultural, and theological.
Most students—if they consider con-
text at all—concern themselves only
with the first type. And while that cer-
tainly is the place to begin, the stu-
dent dare not stop there. He must
consider all five types of context in
order to arrive at an accurate under-
standing of any passage, that is, at
what the Holy Spirit, writing through
His human author, intended His read-
ers to understand (II Tim. 3:16-17;
II Pet. 1:19-21).

LITERARY CONTEXT
Most of us are familiar with literary

context. We have all seen and heard
the duplicitous politician, caught in a
lie, resorting to the old “I was taken
out of context” defense. But what role
does literary context play in Christian
education? When studying God’s
Word, literary context is crucial; it is
both specific and general. Specifical-
ly, it refers to the verse or verses im-
mediately preceding and following
the text, which in turn is part of a
paragraph. (Current English transla-
tions are usually divided into para-
graphs.) Then that paragraph is con-
tained within the context of a
chapter—part of the larger context of
a section of the book—or even the
entire book itself. 
For example, in Matthew 16:23,

Christ addresses Peter as “Satan” and
calls him an “offense.” We are sur-
prised that Jesus would call the future
apostle and author of two biblical
books by such a name! However, the
preceding context (vss. 21-22) clearly
reveals that Peter was trying to keep
Christ from going to the cross—the
very thing He came to do (Matt. 20:28;
Mark 10:45).

Likewise, John’s vision of the glori-
fied Christ (Rev. 1:1-20) pictures the
One speaking as walking among sev-
en golden candlesticks (vs. 12) with
seven stars in His right hand (vs. 16).
Potentially confusing, indeed! Verse
20, however, gives us a clear expla-
nation. The stars represent the angels
(possibly pastors) of the seven
churches, and the candlesticks rep-
resent the seven churches of verse
11.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
All Scripture is divinely inspired

(II Tim. 3:16-17; II Pet. 1:19-21). How-
ever, the reality that all Scripture was
inspired within a historical context is
often ignored. For instance, Jonah’s
refusal to go to Nineveh was not nec-
essarily because he desired to dis-
obey God but because he knew about
the horrid brutality of the Assyrians
and was afraid of being impaled or
skinned alive by Assyrian soldiers
who often did such things to their
captives.
Moreover, Paul’s and Peter’s in-

structions that their readers should
pray for, give thanks for, and honor all
men, including the king (I Tim. 2:1-2;
I Pet. 2:17), are “Christlike,” but we
must recall their historical context.
Rome, then in power, ruled the known
world. The emperor was Nero, the
same man who had his own mother
murdered and, as some have claimed,
had her dissected so that he could see
where he came from.
Or why did the Sanhedrin, the ruling

religious body of Israel, take Christ to
Pilate (John 18:28-40)? Why not sim-
ply crucify Him themselves? The rea-
son becomes clear when we under-
stand the historical context. While
Israel once had the power of capital
punishment, the Romans rescinded it
about A.D. 30. Thus, Israel’s leaders
had to get Pilate’s sanction for Christ’s
crucifixion (Packer and Tenney, Illus-
trated Manners and Customs of the
Bible, Nelson).

Christian Education

Context: The Interpretive Key
BY TIMOTHY L. WHITEHEAD, D.MIN.
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Jesus, the “Word,” is eternal deity
(John 1:1); that the fullness of the
Godhead dwelled in Him bodily (Col.
2:9); that He is called God (Titus
2:13); and that He is “the express im-
age of his [God the Father’s] person”
(Heb. 1:3). Clearly Christ is God in-
carnate. My initial interpretation has
been shown to be invalid and incom-
patible with the theological context
of the New Testament. Thus, I have
been saved from a heretical interpre-
tation! 

Context is not the end of effective
Bible study, but it is the place to begin!
Whether you are a teacher, a student, or
someone simply desiring a better grasp
of God’s Word, learn to master the five
contexts. Then—and only then—will
you become “a workman that needeth
not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the
word of truth” (II Tim. 2:15). H

(Exod. 7:14—12:36) might seem com-
pletely arbitrary at first glance. We
know, however, that God does nothing
haphazardly, and a knowledge of fif-
teenth-century B.C. Egyptian culture
reveals that the object of God’s wrath
in each plague was a major deity in the
Egyptian pantheon. Thus, each plague
proved the utter foolishness of trusting
in idols rather than in the one true God.
Remember too that Pharaoh was con-
sidered a deity, and the death of his
firstborn proved both Pharaoh’s weak-
ness (he could not even protect his
own son) and the undeniable su-
premacy of the Lord!
Without understanding first-century

Jewish culture, we would not know
how Jesus could be missed by His
parents while returning home from the
Passover celebration (Luke 2:41-52);
why Christ’s conversation with the
woman at the well was so remarkable
(John 4:1-42); or why Jesus’ disciples
would have experienced such elation
when He told them His Father’s house
had many mansions (rooms), that He
was going away to prepare a place for
them, and that He would return and
take them there (John 14:1-3). Without
understanding the logistics of a Jew-
ish wedding—when a young man
would add a room to his father’s house
as a place for his bride-to-be and then
go get her and take her there—Christ’s
statement makes little sense (Hoyt,
The End Times, BMH). 

THEOLOGICAL CONTEXT
As stated previously, Bible study is

built on these three steps: observation,
interpretation, and application. Prior to
application, however, there is a vital in-
termediate step—validation. Again,
while this is not intended as a compre-
hensive discussion of Bible study
methodology, if the student has done his
interpretation work thoroughly, valida-
tion should be relatively quick and easy.
What do I mean by “validation” as it

relates to context? Having arrived at
what the student feels is an accurate
understanding of a passage (but be-
fore application can be made), his in-
terpretation must be validated; that is,
it must be filtered through a theologi-
cal grid to ensure its correctness. 
Let us say, for example, that I have

completed a study of the Person of
Christ and have concluded that Je-
sus was not God incarnate but only
an ordinary man. But by checking
just four references, I discover that

GEOGRAPHICAL CONTEXT
One of Christ’s best-known narra-

tives is “The Good Samaritan” (Luke
10:30-37). Its impact is heightened by
Jesus’ use of a well-known, authentic
geographical setting—the very dan-
gerous Jerusalem-to-Jericho road.
Still there today, visitors to Israel can
take that same route. It is about sev-
enteen miles of dangerous, winding
road. It crosses barren mountains,
rugged terrain, and entails nearly a
four-thousand-foot drop in elevation.
Sheer cliffs as high as three hundred
feet make it potentially deadly even to-
day. Much of that seventeen miles
contains caves and massive boul-
ders—ideal places for hideouts, rob-
bers, and ambushes. 
Likewise, the student might wonder

why the church at Corinth had such a
host of spiritual problems. Her geog-
raphy provides part of the answer.
Corinth had a well-deserved reputa-
tion for vulgar materialism. Historical-
ly, it was synonymous with immorality.
Plato referred to a prostitute as a
“Corinthian girl” (Republic, 404d).
Aristophanes (Fragment 354) coined
the phrase “to Corinthianize” to refer
to fornication. 
A seaport town, Corinth saw visitors

from every country and every walk of
life. While leading a recent tour to
Greece, I strolled through the Agora
(marketplace) and encountered that
same debauched atmosphere.
Undoubtedly, the church in Corinth

was not immune to such flagrant sin.

CULTURAL CONTEXT
Another mistake made often by

teachers and students alike is unwit-
tingly interpreting Scripture through
twenty-first-century eyes. Accuracy
and richness of understanding may be
completely missed without compre-
hending the narrative’s native culture.
For example, if ignorant of twelfth-
century B.C. culture, one might think
that Naomi was instructing Ruth to act
sinfully by telling her to wait until dark
and then lie down next to Boaz and
spread his blanket over herself (Ruth
3:1-9). However, knowledge of that
culture reveals that this action was a
potential bride’s declaration of her
willingness to submit to marriage to
that man. That is why Boaz, an older
man, was overjoyed by the actions of
a beautiful younger woman like Ruth
(cf. vs. 10).
Likewise, the ten Egyptian plagues

CONCLUSION
So how does the pastor, Sun-

day school teacher, Christian
educator, VBS worker, Bible
study leader, or anyone simply
engaged in personal, self-study
utilize this information? How
does one begin personally to im-
plement all this? Here are six
suggestions:

1. Repeatedly and carefully
read the passage to be
taught or studied.

2. Identify the “immediate” and
“general” literary contexts:
verse(s), paragraph(s), chap-
ter(s), section, book.

3. Using an English dictionary,
define any and all unfamiliar
words or terms.

4. Consult at least three reliable
commentaries dealing with
that passage.

5. Use Bible atlases, historical
geographies, manners and
customs guides, Bible dic-
tionaries, and Bible hand-
books to understand histori-
cal, geographical, and cultural
contexts.

6. Use a concordance to com-
pare references and verify
compatibility with the theo-
logical context of Scripture.
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IN 2011, the head deacon of my first
pastorate passed away. He was a

praying man, and he loved to pray for
his pastor. Many times throughout a
sermon, he would be praying for souls
to be saved, believers to be strength-
ened, and for the Holy Spirit to contin-
ue working through the minister as I
preached. In many ways, he was a
great encouragement to me in my ear-
ly years.
When he finished his race (cf. I Cor.

9:24), I had a great sense of loss. He
was a partner in ministry who con-
stantly lifted me up in prayer, and it
made such a difference. There was a
time when I came to a place where I
felt burned out. It seemed that no mat-
ter how much I studied, prayed, and
preached, there was a barrier that
could not be overcome. That contin-
ued for a period of several months,
and the Lord reminded me of who
called me to ministry and why. In a
dark hour of the night, God illuminat-
ed His Word. Now I would like to share
my thoughts about that with you.

God spoke (II Pet. 1:20-21).
Verse 21 is especially enlightening
since it states that “Holy men of God
spake as they were moved by the Holy
Ghost.” Second Timothy 3:16 is also
important to keep in mind: “All scrip-
ture is given by inspiration of God.” In-
spiration in Greek literally means,
“God-breathed.” We serve a God who
speaks to us. Along with several of the
Old Testament prophets, the psalmist
pointed out that a difference between
the Christian God and the idols of the
world is that our God speaks (Ps.
115:3-8; cf. Isa. 41:21-23, 25-28).
Yes, we serve a God who speaks.

When He speaks, things happen. This
is important for preachers to remem-
ber. The Apostle Paul worded it this
way in I Corinthians 2:4  “And my
speech and my preaching was not with
enticing words of man’s wisdom, but in
demonstration of the Spirit and of
power.” It is important for the minister
to study and prepare his sermon to
preach clearly and with authority and
not to forget that “the word of God is

quick, and powerful, and sharper than
any twoedged sword, piercing even to
the dividing asunder of soul and spirit,
and of the joints and marrow, and is a
discerner of the thoughts and intents
of the heart” (Heb. 4:12).
As the Word of God is proclaimed,

work is being done in the hearts and
lives of people. The minister is to be
faithful to perform his God-given task.
God will do the rest. Even as we
preach to a congregation that seems
unmoved, God is at work. When peo-
ple are confronted by the Word of God,
it penetrates deep into their souls. It
brings them into the presence of God,
and they will either rejoice, repent, or
reject His Word. When God spoke, the
world was created. When Jesus
spoke, people were healed and sins
were forgiven. Today God’s Word is
still powerful. 

It was written down (Jer.
30:2). We do not preach our opinions
and make religious speeches. Preach-
ing is the proclamation of what God
has revealed to holy men of old. Paul
wrote in Romans 15:4, “For whatsoev-
er things were written aforetime were
written for our learning, that we
through patience and comfort of the
scriptures might have hope.” The
Bible is our “preachment.” God has
given His Word authority over our
lives. Any sense of authoritative
preaching comes from the authority
invested in the Word of God from on
high. God has spoken it, and it is still
alive and active today.
God spoke and revealed Himself to

specific people, in specific places, at
specific times, and for specific rea-
sons. His revelation was written down
to be preserved for future generations.
Scripture is full of God’s commands

to write His Word down (cf. Exod.
34:27; Josh. 24:26; Isa. 30:8; Jer. 36:2;
Hab. 2:2; Rev. 1:11). When we preach,
we may use our words to interpret,
contextualize, and teach, but it is
God’s own Word that convicts and
comforts the hearer. Though it was
written down thousands of years ago,
Scripture remains incredibly relevant.

Moses, the first writing prophet, and
many others may have had their focus
on their current situation, but God’s in-
structions to write down His Word was
intended to impact future generations.
In other words, when the writing
prophets and apostles received reve-
lation from God, they may have
thought they were receiving revelation
intended solely for them. Instead, the
Word they received from God was for
us too. God spoke to their situation,
and because that Word was written
down, we know that it is for our time
as well. 
The Bible is God’s very own Word. It

is trustworthy, for God has preserved
it throughout the ages. We can know
beyond doubt that the Bible we hold in
our hands and preach from is the ever-
lasting Word of God. Jesus taught,
“For verily I say unto you, Till heaven
and earth pass, one jot or one tittle
shall in no wise pass from the law, till
all be fulfilled” (Matt. 5:18). First Peter
1:24 and 25 states, “For all flesh is as
grass, and all the glory of man as the
flower of grass. The grass withereth,
and the flower thereof falleth away:
But the word of the Lord endureth for
ever. And this is the word which by the
gospel is preached unto you.” 
As ministers, we are to submit to the

authority of God’s Word. We do this
because it is right but also as an ex-
ample to our congregations. Many
times the meaning of a passage of
Scripture is plain and simple, yet
preacher after preacher will undermine
the simple teaching to change what
was said. The problem with plain and
simple meaning is that it goes against
our current lifestyle. Instead of sub-
mitting to the authority of God’s plain
instruction, we change the Word by in-
serting erroneous opinions and inter-
pretations until Scripture agrees with
us. If this is taking place in the pulpit,
imagine what it does to those listening
in the pews. 

Preach the Word (II Tim. 4:1-
2). Paul’s charge to Timothy is some-
thing many ministers are familiar with
from study and their own charge at or-
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message, the authority it has over us
is passed on to those who hear us.
God’s authority lays claim to them,
and they are responsible for their re-
action to Him. If we are not faithful to
preach the fullness of God’s counsel
from Scripture, their blood is on our
hands. If we are faithful to preach the
fullness of Scripture to others, the
consequences of their response are
on themselves. This is a strong mes-
sage from the Old Testament prophet
Ezekiel (Ezek. 3:17-21, 33:1-9).
This responsibility on the hearer is

described in the New Testament as
Jesus concluded His Sermon on the
Mount (Matt. 7:24-27). The story of the
wise and foolish builders relays to us
the importance of what we do with
God’s Word. Those who obey God’s
Word are like a wise man that builds on
the rock: “And the rain descended,
and the floods came, and the winds
blew, and beat upon that house; and it
fell not: for it was founded upon a
rock.” Those individuals who hear the
Word of God but do not obey are
likened to the foolish man who builds
his house on the sand: “And the rain
descended, and the floods came, and
the winds blew, and beat upon that
house; and it fell: and great was the fall
of it.” 
As far as we know, the two men

used the same blueprints for their
homes and were identical in every way
except their response to God’s Word
(the foundation). In the Day of Judge-
ment, we will give an account of our
response to God’s revelation of Him-
self through the written Word. We will
stand if we build on God’s Word, but
we will fall if we do not.
Preacher, remember the words of

Paul to Timothy, which say that “all
scripture is given by inspiration of
God, and is profitable for doctrine, for
reproof, for correction, for instruction
in righteousness: that the man of God
may be perfect, throughly furnished
unto all good works” (II Tim. 3:16-17).
We can trust that God’s Word is His
Word. We can rest assured that, as it
was transmitted through the years, the
Holy Spirit preserved it for us today. 
Hence, now to every preacher I say

with the Apostle Paul, “I charge thee
therefore before God, and the Lord Je-
sus Christ, who shall judge the quick
and the dead at his appearing and his
kingdom; Preach the word; be instant
in season, out of season; reprove, re-
buke, exhort with all longsuffering and
doctrine” (II Tim. 4:1-2). H

ing the inspiration of the Word of God.
There is the view that the Bible is the
absolute, verbally inspired Word of
God. Another states that the Bible has
limited inspiration from God. Another
states that the Bible is only the prod-
uct of fallible man. 
While most Christians would agree

that the Bible plays a unique role in
connection with the relationship be-
tween God and man, there are people
who question what kind of role it has
and what the precise nature of the
Bible’s consequent authority is. Per-
sonal presuppositions will determine
how they interpret and apply the Bible
to their lives. Since they believe the
Bible is a product of fallible man, it can
mean whatever they want it to. 
The view that the Bible has limited

inspiration from God as we believe it,
or contains parts of God’s Word to us,
is the viewpoint that the preacher or
student of God’s Word takes upon
himself to determine what passages
are inspired by God and which ones
are not. This view can only lead a per-
son to wrongly divide the Word (cf.
II Tim. 2:15).
To view that the Bible is the verbally

inspired, unqualified Word of God
gives Scripture great authority over
our lives. If we think for a moment what
we are actually saying when we use
the phrase “the authority of Scripture,”
we must surely acknowledge that this
is a shorthand way of saying that,
though authority belongs to God, God
has somehow invested this authority
in Scripture. The Scripture has author-
ity because God claims it as His Word.
As we preach the Word as God’s

dination. Those three words, “Preach
the Word” are emblazoned on my pul-
pit as a reminder of the task before me.
“God has spoken and it is written
down” forms the foundation for pas-
tors to preach the Word. The gospel of
Christ’s kingdom has been given, and
we are the King’s heralds. 
We have discussed the theological

foundations for preaching, but there is
still one thing to add. Preaching is a
calling from God. In my own experi-
ence, I had to remember that God
called me to preach His Word. It was
not a denomination that ordained me
to preach, and neither was it the local
church. Our calling should not be the
result of selfish ambition (I Tim. 3:3; Ti-
tus 1:7). God calls us into the ministry
and enables us to proclaim the gospel,
His spoken Word that was written
down. We are charged before God and
man to bring forth God’s Word. Min-
istry is a high calling because it deals
with eternal matters—the Word of God
and the souls of men and women.
To preach the Word, once again, we

must personally submit to its authori-
ty and power. The Lord lays claim to
us, and we are held accountable to
how we preach and live out His Word.
Whether we agree with that or not
speaks volumes to how we will inter-
pret the Bible. If we believe that the
Bible, as the inspired Word of God,
has a divine authority over our lives,
then we are more likely to live by its
standards; whereas if we believe that
the Bible is not inspired by God, then
we will live according to our fleshly de-
sires. 
Here are three basic views concern-
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