
Starting With The Big Picture
Matthew 1

Matthew 1:17

“All those listed above include fourteen generations from Abraham to King David, and fourteen from David’s time to the Babylonian exile, and fourteen from the Babylonian exile to the Messiah.”


Matthew sees perfect—divine—harmony and symmetry in the long, detailed genealogy of Jesus the Messiah.  For our part, it at first just looks like a very bad—disastrous!—literary strategy for how to start a book.  But just as we’re about to glaze over with boredom and indifference at the relentless parade of utterly foreign names like Jehoiachin, Shealtiel, and Zerubbabel, Matthew rescues us with his inspired perspicacity.

He shows from the genealogy that there were three perfectly symmetrical stages leading up to the arrival of Jesus Christ.  From Abraham to King David the people of God were basically tribal;  from King David to the destruction of Jerusalem the monarchical state and Temple priesthood developed;  from the Babylonian exile when those institutions collapsed, to the time of Messiah, the people of God waited for a son of the great King David who would restore Israel to glory.
One may, of course, read the genealogy linearly, and be reminded of God’s faithfulness to his people generation after generation.  But Matthew’s overview provides a more comprehensive and coherent way to understand the significance of the long list of names that introduces Jesus.
That is part of what is meant by “inspiration.”  The biblical writer sees what is really going on behind the apparent, and tells us.  It’s actually quite similar to the angel’s revealing to Joseph what was really going on when he had trouble understanding Jesus’ paternity.
Lord, please open my spiritual and intellectual understanding so that rather than only mundane details I see some of the big picture of what you are really doing—in my personal life, in those around me, and even on the world scene.
Sometimes, In the Dark of Night . . . 
Matthew 2

Matthew 2:13
“After the wise men were gone, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream.  ‘Get up and flee to Egypt with the child and his mother,’ the angel said.  ‘Stay there until I tell you to return, because Herod is going to try to kill the child.’”
The tense drama of this chapter unrolls on a darkened stage, as the principal actors play elaborate cat-and-mouse games, each seeking to outwit the other.  But one side in the contest is clearly favored by divine interventions.  The visiting wise men are at first ingenuous, inquiring openly for the newborn king.  But when they intuit the malicious intentions of Herod they exercise more guile and slip away quietly, leaving him empty-handed though raging.
An air of protective secrecy surrounds the young child and his parents.  Throughout the narrative, Jesus’ adoptive father Joseph receives instructions via the most secure of communication channels:  private dreams, words that are spoken in his own head, and simply cannot be overheard and betrayed to those who would harm the child.  The wise men too are directed “in their sleep.”
In fact, almost the whole story takes place under the curtain of night: a bright star leads the foreigners to the child, angels appear again and again giving direction to the participants in their sleep, the holy family travels to safety by night.  When the “all clear” sign is given in Egypt in a dream, Joseph gets up to bring the family home.  But at the border a final detour to Galilee is counseled Joseph, once more in a dream.  One gets the impression that God speaks to his own most clearly in the unmitigated silence of night.
If God speaks in the silence and distraction-muting darkness of night, am I listening?

Get Ready!  He’s Coming.
Matthew 3

Matthew 3:3

“Isaiah had spoken of John when he said, ‘He is a voice shouting in the wilderness: “Prepare a pathway for the Lord’s coming!  Make a straight road for him!”’”


When one of our prophets confronts us with demanding claims, Christians are somewhat taken aback.  So accustomed are we to thinking of our particular faith as one in which “Jesus paid it all,” as the chorus intones, we can be startled by the notion that we still owe something.  Yet John, who brought good news that the deliverer Messiah was coming, also warned with some vehemence, “Get ready for his arrival, by cleaning up your act!”

In comparison with Islam, or Judaism, or some syncretistic forms of Christianity, the faith most of us are familiar with appears not to demand much of us.  Devotees of other religions, and even some of our own, often sneer at what they call “cheap grace.”  Earnest evangelists and theologians, intending to convince people that they can do nothing to earn salvation, sometimes give the impression that God doesn’t expect us to do anything.  John the Baptist, however, knew better.  He understood that the One coming would separate the chaff from the grain, storing up the latter in safety but destroying useless weeds and debris with everlasting fire.  So he sincerely warned people to “make straight the road before him.”

The demeanor and message of John the Baptist is severe in all four gospels.  But the Gospel of Matthew, more than the other three gospels, continues that tone of rigor throughout.  A Muslim or practicing Jew who reads Matthew would not accuse Jesus of “cheap grace.”

Lord, as I prepare to read through Matthew’s Gospel these next few days, help me to understand what you really expect from your followers.  Then give me the courage and fortitude to be one of them.

Come and Follow Me
Matthew 4
Matthew 4:19
“Jesus called out to them, ‘Come, be my disciples, and I will show you how to fish for people!’”

Jesus’ invitation to two brothers, Simon Peter and Andrew, marks the beginning of a formal training process.  For three years they hardly ever left his side, and he never stopped teaching them how to be what he wanted them to be and how to do what he wanted them to do.  It was intense, sometimes terrifying, always exhilarating, from the moment they dropped their fishing nets and began to walk with Jesus, ‘til the day three years later when they found themselves heading up the fledgling movement after the Master’s departure.
Many of us do not enter into full discipleship with Jesus because we are afraid of failure, afraid of not being able to do what we sense is far beyond our natural abilities.  However Jesus knows not only our propensities and proclivities (after all, he did use the term “fishing” when he issued the particular call to Peter and Andrew!) but also our potential, if we are enabled by him, to do far more than we normally would attempt.

When Jesus calls us to follow him, he promises it will be worthwhile.  He also lets candidates for discipleship know that he personally will equip and train them to do what he calls them to do.  “I will show you how,” he promises.  Who could ask for more than that?

All right, Lord, show me how to do what you call me to do today.   And then we’ll take it one step at a time.
Who Told You to Do That?
Matthew 7
Matthew 7:21

“Not all people who sound religious are really godly.  They may refer to me as ‘Lord,’ but they still won’t enter the Kingdom of Heaven.  The decisive issue is whether they obey my Father in heaven.”


Most people’s “religion” originates from within themselves.  That may sound inherently contradictory, since religion by definition has to do with the ineffable, with the sublime, with forces and powers exterior to ourselves and to the material world in which we live.  But the truth of the matter is that ever since Cain—even when gently corrected by God— insisted on the superior value of what he himself chose to offer God in sacrifice, human beings create our own religions.


We give to God what we think is reasonable service, and presume that he had jolly well better be happy with it.  This can be just as true for those who call themselves followers of Jesus as it is of others who belong to other faiths.  We call him “Lord” but basically we do as we please, creating religious structures, rites, practices, and traditions.  The more elaborate they are, the more religious we think ourselves to be.


But Jesus warns that the gate into the Kingdom is very narrow, that many will be confounded at the judgment when he tells them that their works “done in his name” were not in fact authorized or called for by the Father.  It’s a sobering prospect.  It is better—and safer—to build upon the solid rock of Jesus’ instruction than to build on the shifting sand of our own ignorance.

Lord, I will keep on asking: give me your Spirit, and discernment to distinguish between my own inner impulses and your perfect direction.  Help me to see and hear your teaching . . . and obey it.

Who’s “In”  and Who Isn’t

Matthew 8

Matthew 8:11

“And I tell you this, that many Gentiles will come from all over the world and sit down with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob at the feast in the Kingdom of Heaven.”

“What?  Gentiles?  ‘Many Gentiles from all over the world . . . sitting down with the Hebrew patriarchs at the feast in the Kingdom of Heaven?’  How can that be?”  To us at twenty-some centuries remove from Jesus’ historical context the notion of Gentiles—many Gentiles!—populating the Kingdom does not seem farfetched.  But to Jesus’ contemporaries it was outrageous, like saying, today, that the Israeli Knesset in Tel Aviv will hereafter be directed by Palestinians, Syrians, Iraqi, Germans, and North Koreans.

Jesus had just laid out the strictures and codes of his kingdom in the Sermon on the Mount (chapters 5-7 of Matthew), and man, were they rigorous!  Most people who heard that message must have been saying to themselves resignedly, “Well, I’d never qualify to be included in that!  Too bad;  this Kingdom Jesus talks about sounds like something I’d like to be a part of.”  But then, as Jesus descends from the mountain after preaching, the first person to throw himself at his feet is a loathsome leper.  Jesus reaches out to (rather than recoils from) and touches (and heals) him.  The next person to approach Jesus is a foreigner—not only an Italian, but an officer in the Roman army of occupation.  To the astonishment of onlookers, Jesus gladly serves him as well.

The followers of Jesus look at one another wonderingly:  just who is eligible, and who isn’t, to partake of kingdom benefits bestowed by this Messiah?

From what I read in this chapter, what does qualify someone to participate in the Kingdom of Heaven?

Who Is Going to Do This Job?
Matthew 9

Matthew 9:38

“So pray to the Lord who is in charge of the harvest;  ask him to send out more workers for his fields.”

Jesus seemed to be ever concerned with completing the task, with getting the job done. Towards that end, he constantly was seeking others to involve in his mission. Unlike many bright stars in the social firmament, he showed no inclination to garner attention and hoard it, once it fell upon him, but rather delegated his ministries generously.  

We are all familiar with individuals who are especially endowed, who can “do the job” better than anyone else, so they work solo, not trusting others to share the workload, and not willing to patiently coach lesser talents into performing brilliantly.  But Jesus was exactly the opposite;  though flawless himself, he patiently repeated lessons to his imperfect protégés, and continuously called more and more disciples into action.  Seeing the great need all around him (“like sheep without a shepherd”) Jesus recruited as many workers as he could to meet the need, then told his closest followers to pray to the Lord to send out more workers.

Ironically, after telling them to ask the Lord to send workers into the harvest fields, only a few verses later (in the following chapter) he sends them out two by two to do the job.  First he made them aware of a need, then he urged them to pray that God would do something about it . . . then he said, “You go and do it.”

I see that if I keep learning these principles of life from Jesus, sooner or later he’s going to send me out to do something with them.  Am I as committed as he to getting the job done?

Why Would Anyone Do This?
Matthew 10

Matthew 10:22

“Everyone will hate you because of your allegiance to me.  But those who endure to the end will be saved.”

Serving Jesus is no picnic.  Yet he never masks the difficulties that his followers will encounter;  in fact he seems to emphasize them.  We all have imaginary rewards that may serve as our motivation to follow the Lord, but Jesus spends more time warning of how terribly difficult it is going to be than he does in portraying the benefits.  Odd method for recruitment . . . .

Strangely, many contemporary evangelists have it exactly the opposite:  they describe in glorious terms what a wonderful life God has planned for you, and urge wavering potential converts to cash in.   But in Jesus’ day, many would-be disciples who approached him would be rebuffed with curt responses like, “Are you sure?  Do you really think you’re up for this?” and Jesus would lay out the manifold troubles and tribulations that they were likely to encounter if they embarked on this journey.  To his closest committed disciples he addresses detailed descriptions of 1) just how they should conduct themselves in ministry, and 2) just how badly most people will respond to their ministries.

Jesus assures us that neither earthly benefits nor popular acclaim will be forthcoming in large supply;  in fact, “everyone will hate you,” he avers.  Those who really understand what following Jesus means don’t do it for those motivations.

So, why do I follow Jesus?

The Object of Our Devotion

Matthew 12

Matthew 12:6


“I tell you, there is one here who is even greater than the Temple!”


We religious people love our institutions.  Whether it’s a magnificent, architecturally impressive building, or a personally-designed matrix of spiritual and intellectual exercises, or a complex socio-political infrastructure that designates and directs the relationships between different members of an organization, we love the religious structures that we fabricate for ourselves.


The religious leaders of Jesus’ day were probably no different—or at least, no worse—than we on such matters, only their foibles jump out at us more readily from the printed page because Jesus confronted them over and over on their excessive “religiosity.”  Truth is, Jesus was usually responding to their initial attacks.  His disciples would break off a few heads of ripened grain to snack on while walking through a field on the Sabbath, and the religious gate-keepers would blow a shrill whistle and call “Foul!”  Jesus would say simply to someone with a shriveled arm, “Stretch it out,” and when the leaders saw that a healing had taken place on religious “down time,” they’d angrily plot to do away with Jesus.  The rules of the game mattered more than the players.


Jesus tried to get them, and us, to understand that he himself is so much more worthy of devotion and attention than are any of the artificial trappings we invent to bolster up our religious inclinations.  But for some strange reason, we seem to prefer the edifices we ourselves construct to the person they supposedly are built to honor


To whom or what am I truly devoted, to the living person Jesus or to an inanimate structure of my own devising?

Worth More Than Everything-Else-Put-Together
Matthew 13
Matthew 13:44

“The Kingdom of Heaven is like a treasure that a man discovered hidden in a field.  In his excitement, he hid it again and sold everything he owned to get enough money to buy the field—and to get the treasure, too!”

What could be worth so much that we would sell everything else we have to acquire it?  Most of us can not think of anything we currently desire that is that valuable.  Which gives us a clue:  the Kingdom of Heaven is beyond our wildest dreams.  It is not the fulfillment of some life-long ambition or finally getting what we’ve wished for all along.  It is more like discovering something completely unexpected, Jesus tells us, which we immediately recognize as surpassing the value of everything we’ve accumulated thus far in life.


But many of us don’t invest much in assuring entrance to the Kingdom, perhaps because in the back of our minds it seems like a sacrificial transaction.  We pretty much figure we’re going to lose on the deal.  We feel like if we give up all is valuable to us, we’ll not likely get much back on the “investment.”  So we hedge our bets, “diversify our portfolio” as it were, rather than putting all our eggs in one basket.


But what if we’re wrong?  The man Jesus described in the story was so excited by his discovery that he didn’t hesitate to sell everything he had in order to “take possession” of the hidden treasure he found.  Perhaps we don’t yet perceive just how valuable the Kingdom is, which is why we fool around with lesser things.


Lord, there are an awful lot of other items that, frankly, are more important to me than your Kingdom.  Open my eyes to perceive its true value;  otherwise, I’m in danger of missing it.

Everybody Gets to Participate
Matthew 14

Matthew 14:19

“Then he told the people to sit down on the grass.  And he took the five loaves and two fish, looked up toward heaven, and asked God’s blessing on the food.  Breaking the loaves into pieces, he gave some of the bread and fish to each disciple, and the disciples gave them to the people.”


Can you imagine what it must have been like that day, to be one of the twelve disciples?  Going from the frustration of being told to do an “impossible” task (their very words) to the elation of participating in the unbelievable-but-true miraculous accomplishment of that assignment . . . .  What must have been their thoughts and feelings as they watched Jesus hold up the small bread and fish towards heaven and bless it, then break off pieces and hand it to them, nodding towards the enormous crowd and indicating that they, in turn, should do exactly the same.


Then, as they kept handing out bread and fish, and more bread and fish, to dozens, then hundreds, of hungry people, a giddy, unanticipated joy rushed over them.  They probably shouted to one another, “Hey Thomas:  do you need some extra bread?  I’ve got more than I know what to do with!  Ha!”  “No thanks, I’m fine.  I keep giving it away, and there’s still more in my hands!”  And they’d grin at each other and laugh merrily, and go on serving people.


It was a day they would never forget.  Jesus did an incredible miracle for thousands of men, women, and children, but he shared the glory, let them be part of it—handed the food to them and let them give it to the people.  That seems to be his modus operandi: get us involved in the good he is doing.
All right, Jesus!  I want to be part of this.  What do I “hand out” and to whom?
Did You See That?!  It’s a Miracle!

Matthew 15

Matthew 15:31

“The crowd was amazed!  Those who hadn’t been able to speak were talking, the crippled were made well, the lame were walking around, and those who had been blind could see again!  And they praised the God of Israel.”


Let’s face it:  Jesus’ enormous popularity and renown was based primarily on scenes like this one.  Okay, some were impressed by his teaching;  and still today even people who don’t consider themselves followers of Jesus frequently admit admiration for his ethical principles and ideology.  And yes, others were attracted by his offer to forgive sins, the preponderate benefit proffered down through subsequent centuries by churches founded in his name.


But let’s not kid ourselves.  What brought thousands of people seeking Jesus was the possibility of days like this one: where a whole circus of freaks and monsters, slobbering idiots and demon-plagued crazies, milling crowds of blind, dumb, and variously-crippled people, would all be released from their varying afflictions and suddenly start walking around as normal people—sane and sound!  It must have been a stunning spectacle to watch.  And for those most effected by his ministry—the afflicted themselves—it was, of course, astonishing and wonderful to be free at last from whatever had plagued them.


Jesus doesn’t always heal everyone.  Sometimes God has other purposes for permitting our continued suffering.  But it is recounted that there were days in his earthly ministry when huge crowds brought their innumerable afflicted friends and relatives and laid them at Jesus’ feet and, it says, “he healed them all.”    All of them . . . just imagine.

Lord, I believe in you and I’ve begun to follow you, to study and apply your teachings to my life . . . but I’d like to see some of this razzle-dazzle miraculous that I read about in the Gospels.  If you please, here are some concerns in my life where I would love for you to intervene directly, as you did in some people’s lives during your time on earth:
Who Do YOU Say That I Am?
Matthew 16
Matthew 16:15

“Then he asked them, ‘Who do you say I am?’”


When all is said and done, it doesn’t much matter what everyone else says about Jesus;  what determines my lot, in this life and in eternity, is what I myself believe about him.  What Jesus first asked his disciples at Philippi—“Who do people say that I am?”—may have been good didactics, “warming them up” to the subject, so to speak, but he will not ask us that question when we see him face to face.  All that will matter then is who I myself have confessed him to be in this life.


In matters of potential controversy, many of us exercise the fine social skill of dissimulating our own opinions with expressions like the one the disciples used at first, “Some people say . . .”, to deflect public scrutiny of our views, or to buy time while we continue to mull over the options.  But when it has to do with Jesus, the stakes are too high to play around with semantic games or coy stratagems that avoid identifying ourselves with him.


As Jesus warned moments later, if we try to guard and keep our life we’ll lose it, but if we give up our life for his sake we’ll find real life.  His true followers cast aside self-protecting devices, heave their crosses upon their shoulders, and fall in behind him as he marches forward to where he, and we, must go.

Lord, help me to see who you really are, that I may honor you accordingly, and in order that I may have the courage to declare that truth to others.

Who Is He?  And Who Says So?

Matthew 17

Matthew 17:5

“But even as he said it, a bright cloud came over them, and a voice from the cloud said, ‘This is my beloved Son, and I am fully pleased with him.  Listen to him.’”


Who is Jesus?  We may speculate, we may investigate, we may extrapolate from the data to form a reasonable hypothesis . . . but ultimately it is God who bears witness to his son, just as the son bears witness to the Father.  Perhaps this sounds a bit circuitous, but it is actually quite sound, logically:

The Bible says that Jesus, as son of the divine Father, is uniquely qualified to divulge the nature and character of God, having existed eternally together with him in intimate communion before he took on flesh to live as a human being for thirty-some years.  Some may doubt those extravagant-sounding claims—in fact, from Jesus’ day ‘til ours most human beings do dispute the uniqueness of Jesus’ privileged knowledge of the Father.  So God the Father provides a certain amount of “testimony” that corroborates Jesus’ claims.  That evidence is splayed all over the gospels in the form of miracles, divine wisdom manifested, authoritative teaching, and supernatural understanding of himself, his destiny, and the hearts of others around him.


Some specially-privileged individuals—in this case, his three closest friends—get to see and hear direct divine revelation of Jesus’ glory.  Most of us never have such extraordinary mystical experiences, but nearly all who follow Jesus do receive some sort of verification that satisfies our longing for certainty.  Not always with an audible voice, but in different ways, the Father assures our hearts that Jesus is who he claims he is.

Once more, Lord, I ask you, burn the reality of Jesus’ presence and person upon my heart, so that I might believe and serve him, without wavering or doubting.

Who Is The Greatest?
Matthew 18

Matthew 18:3

“Then he said, ‘I assure you, unless you turn from your sins and become as little children, you will never get into the Kingdom of Heaven.’”


Most adults are busy climbing upward somewhere on “the ladder of success.”  We expect that as one is faithful and productive with whatever duties have been given to us, promotion to greater responsibilities (hopefully coupled with greater rewards!) will be granted.  It seems natural to us (at least in the Western world) that this is the way one advances higher and higher in career positioning, prestige, and material benefit.


Jesus often told parables that implied that a similar principle works in the spiritual world.  He concluded stories about the promotion of wise investors with sayings like, “You have been faithful in small things, now you may preside over greater things.”  So we try to leverage clout to our advantage in spiritual matters, thinking ambition will be rewarded with advancement.


Yet he pulls us up short with sayings like the one he addressed to his disciples who were asking him “Which of us is greatest in the Kingdom?”


“The Greatest?” he replies, “Listen, you won’t even get into the Kingdom unless you abandon this ceaseless one-upsmanship and rivalry and learn to be humble, like this child.  My Father cares deeply about little ones like these, whom you apparently don’t even notice, in your competition to get ahead of one another.  Wise up and realize that searching for and restoring straying lambs—or straying brothers—should be your priority.  That’s how you will become ‘the greatest’.”

What have I been aiming for as my “next promotion”?  Does this correspond to, or conflict with, God’s intentions for my life?

The Danger of Having Too Many Things

Matthew 19

Matthew 19:23

“Then Jesus said to his disciples, ‘I tell you the truth, it is very hard for a rich person to get into the Kingdom of Heaven.’”


This may be the best-known of all the sayings Jesus uttered.  Often cited by those who do not consider themselves to be rich, it would likely be repeated and widely-circulated as a sort of consolation for their present lack.  As Tevye said in Fiddler on the Roof, “God must really love poor people—He made so many of them!”


Why are riches such an impediment to spirituality?  It is not evil to be rich, as is clear from God’s blessing ancient figures like Abraham, Job, or Solomon with material riches. That he continues to do so today can be seen in works like Billy Graham’s autobiography Just As I Am, which repeatedly mentions how well-to-do supporters of Graham’s ministry (and thus the Kingdom in general) gladly dug deep down into their pockets to make many important ministries possible.


As the story of the young man who turned away from Jesus at the end of their encounter shows, and as Jesus mentioned elsewhere, it is the extra cares that extra possessions bring that trip us up.  The more things (or investments, or holdings) we have, the more things we have to worry about and pay attention to.  It’s that simple—or that complicated.  It’s hard for a person who has a lot of things to get into the Kingdom of Heaven simply because he or she has a lot of things to distract him or her from the things that are more important.

Am I rich in things of this world?  If I consider myself to be so, do I own these things or do they own me?
The First Will Be Last, and the Last Will Be First

Matthew 20

Matthew 20:12

“Those people worked only one hour, and yet you’ve paid them just as much as you paid us who worked all day in the scorching heat.”


It just doesn’t seem right.  Not to us, not to the disciples who were listening to Jesus the first time this story aired, and certainly not to the principal characters in the story, those hired at the beginning of the day, who received exactly the same compensation as those hired only at the last hour of the working day.  Boy, were they ticked!


And they let the owner of the vineyard know it, too.  After bearing the heat, sore and tired from bending over grapevines all day, and now to see some latecomers treated with a generosity that erased the differences between their respective contributions, well, it just wasn’t right, they asserted.


The owner, whom Jesus obviously meant to represent his heavenly father, is not vexed by the complaint, but gently corrects their mistaken concept of fairness.  He kept his word with them, he reminds them, and if he wishes to be gloriously, excessively, irrationally generous with the very last person to enter into his service, why should that make any difference to them?

Jesus’ point in telling the story, of course, is to forewarn his closest disciples that just because they’d “given up everything” to follow him, and were his earliest followers, they should not be surprised—or miffed—when others who would come into the Kingdom later might receive as much attention and benefits as they themselves were promised as rewards for their service.

Do I see myself as ‘deserving’ special deference because of my length of service in the Christian community?  Does it grate on me when “new people” get the attention and focus that I feel should rightly be mine, given how long I’ve been doing all this stuff?

What Do YOU Think?

Matthew 21
Matthew 21:40

“‘When the owner of the vineyard returns,’ Jesus asked, ‘what do you think he will do to those farmers?’”


To conclude his shocking story, Jesus suddenly throws the ball in his opponents’ court.  They are forced by the logic of the story to react, which they do, with vigor, denouncing and pronouncing a death sentence upon the wicked farmers and saying the vineyard should be entrusted to more worthy tenants.  But their response backfires on them, as they come to realize that they are the usurping tenants on borrowed terrain, ungratefully and ungraciously refusing to honor the terms of their agreement with the owner, and plunging headlong in a plot to kill his son.


Throughout this climactic series of encounters near the end of Jesus’ earthly ministry, he repeatedly asks his antagonists, “What do you think?”  It would be one thing for Jesus, having been rejected over and over by the unrepentant religious establishment at Jerusalem, to pronounce judgment on them.  It was a decision he had a perfect right to render, as his parables illustrate.  But it’s all the more effective for him to let them reason out the consequences of their rejection and actually articulate it themselves.


Such a tactic gives the lie to the frequently-heard accusation that God’s ways are capricious and arbitrary.  Jesus gives us clear and reasonable grounds upon which he will eventually act as Judge and Savior of the earth.  He spells out both what he expects and what he offers, and then asks us to consider, “What do you think?”

I can not pretend that I do not understand what Jesus expects and what he offers.  The ball is in my court;  I must decide what I will do with this.

The Most Important Commandment

Matthew 22

Matthew 22:40

“All the other commandments and all the demands of the prophets are based on these two commandments.”


Jesus makes it so simple and clear:  Love God, and love your neighbor as yourself.  The context of the question that led to his answer is one of hostility and animosity: the religious leaders of Jesus’ day wanted to get rid of him, to stop his teaching the people.  But why?  He wasn’t proposing an overthrow of the Mosaic legal system.  Not only is Jesus’ teaching harmonious with the body of Jewish law derived from Moses, he says that “all the other” commandments and prophetic demands are based upon this foundation.  If they are the rivers that refresh the people of God, this is the source, the headwaters, the spring from which the nurturing streams flow.  If it hadn’t been obvious before, this answer to the question, “What is the greatest commandment of them all?” should have settled the matter.


In one sense it did, since no one dared ask him any more questions.  Yet for those who considered religion to be their personal franchise, he was still a dangerous threat.  He made a relationship with God available to anyone.


Perhaps that is what irritated “the authorities.”  They would much rather that people felt helpless and depended on them for religious direction.  Unlike the esoteric subtleties and obscure regulations of other religious teachers, Jesus’ teaching may be summed up in a single breath: the simple straightforward command:  love God;  and also love your neighbor.  Anyone can understand that.

Am I keeping this simplest and most important of all the commandments?  Or do I get sidetracked on minor issues and legalistic paraphernalia?

Fraudulent Sanctity
Matthew 23

Matthew 23:25

“How terrible it will be for you teachers of religious law and you Pharisees.  Hypocrites!  You are so careful to clean the outside of the cup and the dish, but inside you are filthy—full of greed and self-indulgence!”


Whew!  Did he blast them, or what?  “Lowly Jesus, meek and mild,” intones the nursery song, but that is not the persona we meet towards the end of Matthew.  This chapter of the Bible is hard to swallow for those who prefer to guard for themselves an illusion of a “safe” Jesus with no more backbone than a fatuous clergyman in an American T.V. sitcom.  But we had better recognize that such an innocuous personality does not exist, or at least that the Jesus who walked the earth and will again is no such person.  “Is he safe?” Tumnus answered [speaking of Aslan, in  Lewis’ Narnia Tale], “I should say NOT!  He’s not a tame lion, you know.”

After whirling around dispensing one adversary after another who came after him from different corners of the Temple courtyard, Jesus, the unanimously acclaimed victor in the theological “match” that had just taken place, now steps into an aggressive posture and denounces his defeated opponents for their hypocrisy.  Interestingly enough, he does not dispute their teachings, but approves of those, and warns the people that they should indeed do what their religious authorities tell them to do – but that they should be very careful not to copy their blind guides’ behavior, for what they say and what they do differ.


Jesus warns all of us, today as well, that exterior pretenses of holiness are all the more fraudulent when they are belied by interior filth and deceitfulness.

Lord, you see right through me.  Clean up my interior, the inside of the cup, as it were, so that I won’t need to pretend to be righteous on the outside, but will actually be so from the inside out.  (Otherwise, I’d hate to have you deal with me in your wrath!)

The Very Last Thing Before He Comes

Matthew 24

Matthew 24:14

“And the Good News about the Kingdom will be preached throughout the whole world, so that all nations will hear it;  and then, finally, the end will come.”


What we are concerned with and what Jesus is concerned with are not identical.  This is as true when it comes to “the end times” as it is with many other themes and subjects about which Jesus’ disciples asked him.  They, and we, want to know some clear signposts so we can get ready.  Jesus, on the other hand, puts “the end” in the same perspective as everything else he discusses:  it’s all about the Kingdom.


So right in the middle of his definitive discourse on “end times” he returns to his beloved central theme: “This Good News of the Kingdom will be preached everywhere, so that all nations will hear it . . . .”  By this time, just two days from the completion of his earthly ministry, he is speaking openly of the universal purview of the Gospel.  There had been hints all along that the Kingdom was inclusive, that some Gentiles would get in, but now he declares without ambiguity that it is when all ethnic groups—some from every tribe and tongue and nation, as it is described elsewhere in the New Testament—have heard the Good News that the end will finally come.

From this categorical statement it is possible to infer that perhaps it is indeed because some from every nation have heard that the curtain may now come down on the human drama of history.  Once the Kingdom has been universally announced, it can be visibly inaugurated.  Even so, come Lord Jesus.

What direct relationship is there between my openly declaring the approaching kingdom to those around me, and Christ’s triumphant return?

Am I Ready for Him to Come Back?

Matthew 25

Matthew 25:13

“So stay awake and be prepared, because you do not know the day or hour of my return.”


As the old saying goes, “When the cat’s away, the mice will play.”  In the workaday world, there seems to be a natural affinity between productivity, efficiency, diligence . . . and the presence of the supervisor.    “When is the Boss coming back?” is a standard question for which every employee wants reliable information, so that he or she may resume a more vigorous pace—just before that luminary appears.


On numerous occasions Jesus refers to this common human tendency to relax and take responsibilities lightly when there is no one present to elicit more diligent behavior.  He warns against treating his own temporary absence as King in such a foolish way—foolish because “you don’t know the hour of my return.”  It could be at any time, and it almost certainly will be at a moment when we don’t expect him.  Several of the parables Jesus tells to illustrate the conditions of his return emphasize this matter of being found faithful and ready when the Lord (the bridegroom, the King, the Master) suddenly surprises everyone by showing up.


“You’d better live every hour of your life getting ready for that moment,” he solemnly warns.  “Those whom I find assiduously working for me will be rewarded very generously.  And those who thought maybe I wasn’t coming back any time soon, and goofed off . . . well, you don’t want to be one of them.”

What if he really were to appear today?  Am I ready?  If not, what needs to be done before I can face him?

Preparing for the Worst
Matthew 26

Matthew 26:31

“‘Tonight all of you will desert me,’ Jesus told them.  ‘For the Scriptures say, “God will strike the Shepherd, and the sheep of the flock will be scattered.”’”


Jesus knew exactly what was coming at him that night.  In fact, he had known it all along, and had tried to prepare his followers for the experience by telling them, repeatedly, that he was going to be betrayed into the hands of his enemies, that he would suffer intensely and die.  Now he tells them that this dreadful event is upon them, and that they will abandon him in the hour of his greatest need.


Of course, they don’t believe it, and take turns assuring Jesus that “I won’t forsake you, I’ll be there for you,” and so forth.  But Jesus’ preparation for the imminent crisis was not based on illusive optimism but on Scripture.  He knew what had to take place and he steeled his spirit for it by facing it, head on.


That is, he understood it in right theological perspective (“God is the one who strikes the Shepherd,” or as he said elsewhere, “No one takes my life from me;  I lay it down of my own will”).  Yet he spent intense moments in agonizing prayer dealing with how he felt about that which he would have wished to avoid.  What he admonished sleepy Peter was true of himself as well, and he knew it:  “The spirit is willing enough, but the body is weak.”  So, knowing his friends would all desert him, Jesus got ready by submitting to his Father.

When he’d won that battle, he stood up, and said resolutely, “Let’s go.”

Lord, when I read what happened to you over the next few hours after this, my own paltry “crises” seem petty and banal in comparison.  But I would like to learn from you, how you prepared for the worst day of your life, and turned it into the greatest day in human history, by saying “your will, not mine,” and meaning it.

Took His Place;  Took My Place
Matthew 27
Matthew 27:26

“So Pilate released Barabbas to them.  He ordered Jesus flogged with a lead-tipped whip, then turned him over to the Roman soldiers to crucify him.”


Barabbas, a hardened criminal who had robbed, killed, and stirred up insurrections, was the very first person to be “redeemed” by Jesus.  In his case, the word redeemed is not metaphorical, as we use it with reference to all the rest of us down through the ages whose sins have been paid for and whose records have been made clear by Jesus’ exonerating death.  For Barabbas, that day he was freed when Jesus literally stepped into his place in the executioner’s line and replaced him.


Every physical pain that Jesus experienced that day—the whippings, the beatings, the mocking torment by brutal soldiers, the onerous trek to the killing place carrying the heavy, splintery wooden cross, spikes nailed into hands and feet, and then the long, slow suffocation of crucifixion, made more excruciating and exhausting by the steady loss of blood from a thousand flesh wounds—

it all should have been Barabbas’ lot.  What we read about in the gospels’ depiction of the crucifixion is how torture as a deterrent to rebellion was carried out upon thousands of condemned prisoners in public squares throughout the empire.  Barabbas had been sentenced to what Jesus actually experienced.


Whether he watched from a prudent distance we don’t know.  But every one of us since that day who looks at this scene should say in our heart, “That is what I deserve.  Jesus replaced me.  That is what it cost to redeem me.”

Lord, help me not to distant myself from your sufferings, looking on them only as “your experience,” but instead to realize that you deliberately identified with me, replaced me, and that you now call me to identify with you.

Final Words
Matthew 28

Matthew 28:20

“Teach these new disciples to obey all the commands I have given you.  And be sure of this:  I am with you always, even to the end of the age.”


Matthew ends his gospel with Jesus’ giving his disciples a final command, and a final promise.  The first is natural and fairly obvious for a teacher and coming King:  as you go into all the world making disciples of all the nations, teach them to obey everything I have commanded you.  Of course.  But the second is much more heartening.  “I will always be with you.”  Always!


The command must have been daunting.  He had warned them over and over that the process of proclaiming his Kingdom would be fraught with rejection, even with persecution.  Worse yet, they had seen that hostility comes to its ugly culmination in the torturing and death of Jesus himself only a few days before, so they knew he was not exaggerating.  What happened to him would very likely happen to them.


But he promises that as they go in obedience to his commission, making disciples of the nations, he will be with them.  That must have been enough, for we see in the sequel that they did exactly that.  Having Jesus with them had become their highest value.  After experiencing three days of his absence when he was dead, and now the unparalleled joy they felt as he was again among them, they needed no further motivation.  Just his promise that he would be with them was enough for them to launch the perilous but exciting mission of taking the Kingdom message to every corner of the world.

Is the prospect of having Jesus with me enough to obey him whole-heartedly and to fearlessly make him known to those who don’t yet know him?  What else could I possibly need as motivation?
Whoa!

Mark 1

Mark 1:38

“But he replied, ‘We must go on to other towns as well, and I will preach to them, too, because that is why I came.’”

Fasten your seat belts and hold on to your hats: Mark’s Gospel is taking off. It’s an adventure story from the get-go. One of Mark’s favorite words that appears throughout his book may be translated by such urgent English terms as “immediately, instantly, suddenly, at once.” In chapter one he uses it eleven times! By the ninth verse the adult Jesus strides into action; only a few lines later, back from 40 days of being tested by the devil (in the wilderness, among wild animals, and angels!), he is already preaching. He seemingly never stays still; he’s always on the march, walking everywhere at a breathless pace, to serve in “other towns also.”

When he calls disciples to follow him, they drop their work tools and hasten to catch up. He casts out evil spirits, heals whole towns of sick people, dazzles the fast-growing crowd by the sheer energy of his output and the dynamism of his preaching. In contrast to the characteristically long and detailed teaching discourses of Matthew’s Gospel, Mark streamlines the verbal aspects of Jesus’ ministry and focuses on the essentials.

The person who practically jumps out at us from Mark’s portrait of the Messiah is no pale ascetic or abstract moral philosopher. He’s more like an action hero. There’s no slowing him down.

Wow, Jesus, I’m not sure I’m used to thinking of you this way. Help me to see who you really are . . . and to keep up.

Get Up and Walk

Mark 2

Mark 2:12

“The man jumped up, took the mat, and pushed his way through the stunned onlookers. Then they all praised God. ‘We’ve never seen anything like this before!’ they exclaimed.”

Just look at the action-packed, visceral language in this verse! “Jumped up . . . pushed his way through . . . stunned onlookers . . . praised God . . . exclaimed.” Wherever Jesus goes he stirs up an excited reaction. Whether it is healing helpless people, or partying with notorious sinners, Jesus always evokes an animated response.

His popularity soon attracts the attention of the religious elite, who are critical of the general ebullience that his ministry provokes, but he generally either ignores them or shows that their astringent interpretations of religious law are wrong and harmful, and goes on attending to those who most need his interventions. “Healthy people don’t need a doctor,” he explains, “sick people do.”

He thus makes it his personal business to raise people to achievement and purpose who had become, for whatever reasons, immobilized. Imbued himself with an insatiable propensity for action, Jesus marches through the gospel narratives telling people who are comfortably-seated (like Levi) or inexorably stretched out (like the paralyzed man), “Get up! Pick up your stuff, and come on. Let’s get on with life.”

Lord, I don’t know how many times you’ve told me, “Let’s GO!” and I’ve responded lethargically, or rolled over, or didn’t respond at all. But if you call me again, I’ll get up, and go with you.

How Close to Jesus Can I Expect to Get?

Mark 3

Mark 3:35

“Anyone who does God’s will is my brother and sister and mother.”

The various followers of Jesus seem to form several co-centric rings around him. “Vast numbers of people” come from distant regions to see miracles. “Many” needy pursue him to avail themselves of what he can do for them. “Crowds” follow him everywhere to hear his messages and be delivered of evil spirits. Jesus himself calls out certain ones to go with him, and from among them he selects a group of twelve apostles “to be his regular companions.”

The religious establishment, in contrast, soon recognizes that Jesus has no interest in joining their aristocracy. Piqued by his apparent indifference to their guild, they accuse him of belonging to a more insidious society, that of Satan. “That must be where he gets his power!” they charge.

His own family members, alarmed by the huge crowds roiling around Jesus—and that he actually seemed to welcome them—come to take him home to ‘recover his mental equilibrium.’ But when they send word in to him, he sets the record straight about who his closest associates are: “My mother? My brothers? These,” he says, indicating fondly with a sweep of his arm the devoted followers eagerly pressing in all around him, “these are my mother and my brothers and my sisters.”

At which level or circle of the followers of Jesus am I right now? Is this as close as I want to be, or dare I press in closer?

What Does This Really Mean?

Mark 4

Mark 4:34

“In fact, in his public teaching he taught only with parables, but afterward when he was alone with his disciples, he explained the meaning to them.”

There are always at least two levels of meaning in what Jesus has to say. He habitually used colorful, entertaining stories to attract and regale a wide swath of people, and “to teach the people as much as they were able to understand.” His stories, drawn from everyday life of everyday people, made clear to his hearers that this man was no abstract pedantic rabbi—he knew what life is like. So, as the gospels often recount, they “listened to him gladly.”

Yet he also disclosed to his disciples that his teaching by use of parables had another purpose: to actually disguise the deeper meaning of his teaching, a level of understanding he reserved for them. So the Word of God he speaks is compared to a seed that in many cases is heard gladly, and begins to show promise, but later is quenched and never becomes fruitful, for various reasons. He urges his hearers to listen carefully and dig deeper, to make every effort to understand the full meaning of the Word of God and not just be entertained by it, in order that they might be like the good soil in the story and “produce a huge harvest.”

It is not enough to “enjoy” the Word of God; we must pay close attention, “listen to understand,” and obey it.

Well, What Do You Expect?

Mark 5

Mark 5:36

“But Jesus ignored their comments and said to Jairus, ‘Don’t be afraid. Just trust me.’”

What Jesus does and says do not correspond to what people expect. Given who he is, that should seem natural. Yet over and over in the gospel narratives we find, alternately, that either people are surprised by Jesus’ actions or words, or else he is surprised by others’ reactions to his ministry.
When such dissonance occurs, who do you think should adjust to whom?

Jesus frees a wild man from the demons that had tortured him, but the change in the man is so shattering to behold (“sitting there quietly, fully clothed and perfectly sane”) that the citizenry whom he heretofore had menaced with his terrible, destructive strength beg Jesus to leave!

A suffering woman reaches out from within the anonymity of a crowd, believing even clandestine contact with Jesus’ clothes can heal her. Her need is so urgent that Jesus actually feels healing power drain out of him into her, and he turns, surprised, wondering who touched him.

When Jesus arrives at the home where a child has just died, he implies that there is still hope. Hearing his words, the raucous crowd instantly shifts from weeping and wailing to hoots of derisive laughter. But what he does next—raising her to life again—astonishes everyone completely. “Her parents were overwhelmed.”

In a world where most voices urge us not to expect much, to be skeptical, or even resigned, Jesus says, “Don’t listen to them. And don’t be afraid. Just trust me.”

Easy Listening: It May Be Hazardous

Mark 6

Mark 6:20
“And Herod respected John, knowing that he was a good and holy man, so he kept him under his protection. Herod was disturbed whenever he talked with John, but even so, he liked to listen to him.”

Righteousness has a compelling attraction to it. Even those who are least inclined to right living find themselves fascinated by a life apparently free from sin and evil-doing, and by messages that boldly declare moral truth without lacey frills and saccharine compromises. Hard-bitten politicians, cynical journalists, and even seasoned criminals have found themselves softening and backing off when confronted with a personality like Pope John Paul II or Billy Graham. But to listen is not the same as to commit; fascination is not dedication.

Herod Antipas, one of the real scoundrels of the first century political milieu, feels this kind of ambivalence with regard to his prisoner John the Baptist. He can’t resist calling the preacher in for frequent consultations, where John’s words resound with the clear ring of truth and dissipate the blarney in which Herod usually found himself suffocating. But on the other hand, Herod finds himself disturbed by John’s talk, like a later governor Felix experienced when his prisoner, the apostle Paul, would discuss “righteousness, self-control and the judgment to come.”

Sooner or later Herod has to resolve the ambivalence. To his everlasting chagrin, his evil wife decides for him. Appalled by his own cowardice, Herod nevertheless orders that John be silenced, and a few moments later he sees John’s face one last time, dripping gore, on a kitchen tray.

How horribly grave a mistake it must be, to hear the Word of God, consider it, and then reject it. Help my callous heart, Lord, for I like to listen to your Word . . . but then, so did Herod.

What’s in the Heart of a Man or Woman?

Mark 7

Mark 7:21

“For from within, out of a person’s heart, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder . . . .”

 . . and the list of perverse attitudes and actions goes on. Jesus reveals that the heart of a man or woman is the source from which all the evil that they do comes pouring forth. We are accustomed to blaming evil on sources outside of ourselves—bad choices in friends, socio-economic disadvantages, even “the devil made me do it.” But Jesus says it all starts right inside our selves.

Criticized by religious rulers and teachers of his day for not keeping ceremonial hand-washing laws, Jesus wearily recognizes the issue to be the same that has plagued the people of God since Isaiah’s day: religious leaders who emphasize external rules, rather than internal purity.

The latter is difficult to assess; how do I know when my heart is clean and pure and focused on pleasing God? It requires living with a steady consciousness of the propensity to evil in my heart, so that I keep constant vigil over it, and repeatedly return into the presence of God after momentary (or longer) lapses of attention.

It’s so much easier just to keep a list of man-made rules, and to check them off each day: ‘Well, I’ve done what I’m supposed to. So, I’m okay.’ But Jesus says, no, that’s just it: you’re not.

Examine my heart, O Lord, and show me what you see there. (But please, be gentle.)

Do You Get It?

Mark 8

Mark 8:18

“You have eyes—can’t you see? You have ears—can’t you hear? Don’t you remember anything at all?”

Working with fallen, limited human beings must have been excruciatingly difficult for the Son of God. Even in the voluntarily-reduced state of his incarnation, he had powers and knowledge that ordinary human beings do not. From all of eternity, his vision had included, well, all of eternity! He knew where everything was going, and why, and how it all fit together. The rest of us stumble around in the dark just trying to understand what is happening around us.

Add to that our fallen nature; it is not enough that, compared with the supreme Being who created, sustains, and governs the entire universe, we’re relatively limited in our intelligence. That’s the best-case scenario, based on the unspoiled Original Model! But apart from those natural limitations, we are since the Fall also marred, damaged goods, flawed, defective . . . we can look right at something God is doing and not see, or understand, it. It’s no surprise, therefore, that the disciples of Jesus frequently just don’t get it.

But it does surprise him. In fact it seems to take him off guard every time. Someone will say something incredibly stupid and Jesus will spin around and look at him incredulously: “What?! Did you say what I think you just said? Do you really not understand?” What astounds us is that he keeps on working with them—with us—and doesn’t give up, like we probably would.

Lord, I really want to understand. I’m sorry that I am so slow to pick up. Please open my comprehension, as you did that of your first followers. Meanwhile thank you for your patience. 

How to “Get Ahead”
Mark 9

Mark 9:35

“He sat down and called the twelve disciples over to him.  Then he said, ‘Anyone who wants to be the first must take last place and be the servant of everyone else.’”

Jesus not only taught humility, he practiced it.  It was not enough for him to keep reminding his rabidly ambitious disciples to stop quarreling over their respective positions in the hierarchy of the Kingdom.  The Master himself had to show them, repeatedly, that he was willing to do the dirtiest jobs himself.

Thus, when he comes down off the mountain where his dazzling glory had been briefly visible, the serenity is rudely dispelled by the noise of a crowd arguing with each other: religious teachers and his disciples.  The latter had failed at casting out an unclean spirit from a boy, whose father now prevails upon Jesus.  As anyone who has had to deal with evil spirits knows, it is not a pretty picture.  The child foams at the mouth, grimacing and shrieking wildly, writhing and convulsing.  When the spirit sees Jesus, things only get worse.

Any person in their right mind would put as much distance as he or she could from such an abhorrent scene.  But Jesus doesn’t turn down the job or consider it beneath his dignity.  He steps right into the mess to “mop it up,” as it were, directly confronting and defeating the evil spirit, then raising the boy up by the hand to restored normalcy.  Later, Jesus takes another child in his arms, telling his disciples that service to such “little people” is equivalent to serving the Lord himself.

Am I willing to do “the dirty jobs” in the Kingdom, or do I think I’m too good for that?

Are You Able to Do This?

Mark 10

Mark 10:38

“But Jesus answered, ‘You don’t know what you are asking!  Are you able to drink from the bitter cup of sorrow I am about to drink?  Are you able to be baptized with the baptism of suffering I must be baptized with?’”

The sons of Zebedee want high positions in the coming kingdom, and they are not afraid to come right out and ask for them.  Like many twenty-first century aspirants for greatness and power, they figure if you want to rise to the top you go right to the top from the get-go, where you let it be known that you are a mover and a shaker and that you intend to take matters in hand as soon as possible.  When asked, as James and John were by Jesus, whether they think they are really able to do what is required by the post they are seeking, they confidently chirp, “Oh yes, we are able!”


You can almost hear Jesus choke back an ironic laugh at their glib naiveté.  They have no idea what is in store for them;  yet they brashly seek pre-eminence.  It is strange that in God’s kingdom as much as in the business world overblown ambition often blinds people to their own frailty.  Moreover, Jesus goes on to explain, it disqualifies candidates for top drawer appointments from exercising true leadership according to his standards.

Soon after the church was founded, James would indeed be first in line—to be killed by a government sword.  It’s not what he was looking for, but it often goes with the position.

Lord, deliver me from silly, empty ambitions to “be somebody” in your Kingdom.  Prepare me, instead, to drink the cup you put to my lips—your cup.

Religion:  May Be Dangerous to Your Spiritual Health

Mark 11

Mark 11:18

“When the leading priests and teachers of religious law heard what Jesus had done, they began planning how to kill him.  But they were afraid of him because the people were so enthusiastic about Jesus’ teaching.”

What’s up with the constant antagonism of the religious establishment toward Jesus?  Pharisees were the most devoted of all Jewish people to personal piety;  priests spent their days attending to worship in the Temple;  teachers of the Law poured over God’s Word with care, seeking to understand its minutest ramifications.  Why, then, all this hostility to Jesus?

It was coldly deliberate in its intention, too.  What happened to Jesus on the Friday of Passover was not an impromptu mob riot that accidentally got out of hand but the realized goal of a long-premeditated, carefully considered, plan stemming from the religious leaders’ animosity.  It is jarring to read so often in the gospels phrases like “they sought how to kill him.”  Often, running alongside such grim reports, the contrasting attitude of the common people forms a sort of artistic counterpoint in the mood of the sentence:  “. . . but they were afraid, for the people were so enthusiastic about Jesus.”

Why does one group so fervently want to do away with Jesus while the other, just as ardently, loves him?  Perhaps it is a question we can only answer by looking deep into our own heart.  Even then we might be misled, though, for we humans are notorious at fooling ourselves into thinking “we are religious people.”

Is Jesus Lord of—or a dangerous threat to—my carefully constructed personal religion?

What Is Most Important?
Mark 12

Mark 12:30

“And you must love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul, all your mind, and all your strength.”

Things really couldn’t be clearer than this.  No one can accuse Jesus of teaching an esoteric doctrine, no one can claim they don’t understand.  This crystal clear summary of all that is important in the Law is pronounced, significantly, right at the end of an extended contest between Jesus and a whole slew of his religious opponents.  One after another representatives of the various religious orders of his day had approached Jesus and tried to best him in rabbinical debate.  Their jousting consisted of questions ranging from the mundane to the arcane, but one after another they were toppled off their high horses by Jesus’ lucid answers.

Now, one final religious scholar, this one perhaps more sincere than the rest, asks Jesus “Of all the commandments, which is the most important?”  Jesus answers, succinctly but thoroughly, and the tournament is over.  “After that, no one dared to ask him more questions.”

Love God.  Limpid as a mountain stream, this simple, transitive imperative tells us all we need to find satisfaction and joy in life.  Focus all of our energy—emotive, spiritual, intellectual, and physical—on loving God.  That’s all there is to it.  Nothing fancy, nothing esoteric;  just love God.

Help me to do it, Lord.  You show me lots of reasons why I should love you, every day.  But I need to move beyond knowing what I should do, to doing it: with all my heart, soul, mind, and strength.

Are You Ready?  Get Ready.

Mark 13

Mark 13:37

“What I say to you I say to everyone: Watch for his return.”


Like everyone else, Jesus’ disciples wanted to know about the “end times.”  So when he let drop certain hints, they pressed him to be more specific.  Sometimes he obliged their curiosity and spoke directly of dangers and trials that they would eventually have to go through in his name, of subsequent generations’ further persecutions and woes, of apocalyptic events still eons distant in time, and finally of his own triumphant personal return, a universally-visible event that would bring human history to climactic conclusion.


But then he would revert to the language of enigma, speaking of reading the signs of the times like buds on a tree in springtime, and that sort of thing.  He said all these things would happen “before this generation passes from the scene,” but in the next breath admitted that not even the Son knows when these things would take place.  He would switch back and forth from phenomenological descriptions to metaphors in a single sentence;  is our vague uncertainty about his referents something he intended, or merely an incidental byproduct?


But the message always came down to the same thing in the end:  like an absentee householder (or landlord, or king) the Lord will one day appear, and when he does, you had better be ready and waiting for him.

Are you ready?  If not, you’d better get ready.  Stay alert and keep watching.

Discovering Who We Really Are
Mark 14
Mark 14:31

“‘No!’” Peter insisted.  ‘Not even if I have to die with you! I will never deny you!’  And all the others vowed the same.’”

How little we know ourselves!  When we hear of villainy or cowardice, we are confident that if placed in similar circumstances we wouldn’t act as this or that one did.  Peter too thinks himself a cut above the rest -- “even if everyone else deserts you, I never will.”

We are blind to how flawed we really are.  It is in fact an essential part of our sinful nature that we do not take into account our sinful nature!  A vast majority of convicted criminals believe they didn’t do anything to deserve to be behind bars.
On the other hand, a crisis can provoke us to see the truth: that we are just like all the others.  The Russian writer Solzhenitzn tells how when he was horribly abused by gulag prison guards, the evil in others became a mirror that reflected back at him a true picture of himself.  He came to a state of repentance when he realized that if the tables were turned he would act exactly as did his tormentors.

Jesus is not surprised by our weakness, nor by our sin.  He actually knows them beforehand.  So when he calls attention to some looming disappointment, whether a spectacular debacle or some small shameful act we hope never comes to light, we should heed his caution, rather than blindly insisting on our immunity to failure as Peter did.

Lord, if I have to discover painfully who I really am, then use the experience to make me into a better person than the one I think I already am.

Seeing is Believing

Mark 15

Mark 15:39

“When the Roman officer who stood facing him saw how he had died, he exclaimed, ‘Truly, this was the Son of God!’”

Face to face with Jesus’ sufferings no one can remain indifferent or neutral.  His miracles one may doubt, his teachings one may debate, but his sufferings, those hours of agony on the cross following a night of beatings and scourging . . . what can anyone do but look on in awe and, eventually, reverence?

There is no reason to posit that the Roman centurion charged with the duty of torturing Jesus to death had any previous faith in him, as did a few other Roman officers we meet in the gospels.  On the contrary, everything in the story leads us to understand that the whole Roman cohort had been tormenting Jesus cruelly for hours directly under this man’s authority and supervision.  It was his job to assure the condemned man’s death, and to do so as viciously as possible as a preventative example to other potential wrong-doers.

Yet, watching Jesus at close range for so many hours, as he had watched dozens, perhaps hundreds, of other human beings die slowly, moves him . . . changes him.  When it’s all over he blurts out, with more meaning than he perhaps intended, what the religious elite refused to acknowledge:  “Truly, this was the Son of God!”

If extended contemplation of Jesus’ agony had such an effect on a hardened executioner, what might it do in the heart of one who believes in and loves him?
He Isn’t Here;  He’s Going Ahead of You

Mark 16

Mark 16:6

“But the angel said, ‘Do not be so surprised.  You are looking for Jesus, the Nazarene, who was crucified.  He isn’t here!  He has been raised from the dead!  Look, this is where they laid his body.’”

Looking for Jesus where last you saw him can be futile;  often he has moved on.  Jesus’ followers were accustomed enough to his habit of rising early in the morning and taking off before anyone knew it.  Crowds would come looking for him where last he was seen, only to find that he had already moved on.  But no one thought this would happen now, after they’d seen his body wrapped and placed in a tomb three days ago.

It’s no wonder the women “fled from the tomb, trembling and bewildered,” startled speechless, when a shining angel tells them “He is not here.  He’s on his way to Galilee.  You can catch up with him there.”  What?!  This is the one day we expected no surprises.  We’ve followed Jesus for three years, often at a distance, as he strode vigorously forward to his next station of call with the rest of us stretched out in a thin line behind him, out-of-breath, trying to keep up.  But Friday we saw him stopped.  We saw him dead.  How can they possibly be telling us he has gone on ahead, again?
Yogi Berra famously said about the game of baseball (and life), “It ain’t over ‘til it’s over.”  But with Jesus, one may modify the maxim, to wit:  “It’s not over, even when it’s over!”

Lord, sometimes when I’m persuaded that something “is all over,” and am ready to bury it, you call me to press on instead.  I thought my dreams and aspirations lay dead, but you’ve already moved on, and call me once more from the path ahead to catch up with you.

Surprise Visit on the Job

Luke 1
Luke 1:68

“Praise the Lord, the God of Israel, because he has visited his people and redeemed them.”

It was the biggest day of his life.   Zechariah had fulfilled the mostly mundane chores of the priesthood rather uneventfully for years.  He had not become famous;  he had not changed the world in his decades on earth.  But today it was his turn, his once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to enter the Temple and offer incense on the altar.  Professionally, you might say it was the apex of his career.  And it came none too soon:  Zechariah was getting old, almost finished with life, and he felt it.


He slipped into the cool dark interior of the sanctuary and began to do what he’d trained to do.  But then something happened for which he had not be prepped—there beside the altar, looking right at him, was an angel!  In fact, not just any angel, but Gabriel, principal lieutenant of the Most High, and his message was astonishing.  In essence Gabriel said to Zecharias, “You thought you’d reached the pinnacle of your career . . . that your life was complete now?  Well, your life’s just beginning.  You’re going to be a father—of a son who will be someone spectacular!”

Zecharias was for a time—literally—struck dumbfound by the disclosure.


Will we, like he, eventually be moved to praise by the knowledge that God is as interested in our family life as he is in our careers?
“No Room Here !”

Luke 2

Luke 2:7

“She gave birth to her first child, a son.  She wrapped him snugly in strips of cloth and laid him in a manger because there was no room for them in the village inn.”


Ahh, the poor, much-reviled innkeeper!  In countless nativity plays we’ve all seen bathrobe-clad Mary and Joseph knock at a door, tired from their trip, only to be rebuffed by the meanest person who could be found for the part.  That actor usually embellishes his role a bit, not only refusing the humble couple lodging but also throwing in a few coarse insults as he sends them on their way.


Who among us hasn’t had to deal with such personalities as we travel?  Frustrated, vile, sarcastic--some people seem emboldened by the knowledge that they’ll not likely see us again, and so treat us shamefully.  Our natural response at such effrontery is defensiveness and anger.


But when we read the rest of Luke 2 and see how much joy everyone else is having--the angels, the shepherds, Simeon, Ana, and especially Mary--celebrating the appearance of the Christ child, we actually begin to feel a little sorry for the people who missed out on all the fun because they had refused to receive the needy couple.  Perhaps such folks’ lack of joy is even greater than the misery they cause others.


Lord, if I am ill-treated today by someone, help me to respond kindly, not focusing on my “rights” but gently remembering that the other person’s unhappiness may stem from “not having room” for you in his or her heart.
“What does God want me to do?”

Luke 3

Luke 3:2

“Annas and Caiaphas were the high priests.  At this time a message from God came to John son of Zechariah, who was living out in the wilderness.”

While Luke situates his narrative in precise historical relationship to the civil powers of his day, he also seems to relish posing an ironic contrast between those emperors, kings, governors, tetrarchs, and high priests . . . and the humble figure of “John, out in the wilderness,” to whom “a message from God came.”  The apocalyptic message of social and cosmological transformation comes not through the high and mighty but rather through a recluse--a half-naked wild man living on the very periphery of society.  Yet Internal Revenue agents, military personnel, and the general populace came to ask him, “What should we do?  How shall we live?”

His answers consistently reference a standard of justice and righteousness far above the expectations common to civil society.  “There is One coming,” he intones, “who is going to make everything wrong RIGHT.  If I were you, I’d do everything possible to get squared away now, before he gets here.”

It’s still good advice for us today.  To know “what we should do” we must look beyond the minimal ethics of government regulations for direction.  “A message from God came to John, in the wilderness.”  We may need to set ourselves apart from the noise of society for awhile and listen for that Word.

Where can I go today that is quiet enough to hear from God, without the attractions and distractions of the bustling, busy world?
The “Home Town Prophet” Dilemma

Luke 4
Luke 4:24

“The truth is, no prophet is accepted in his own home town”


Why is it so difficult to live a consistent Christian life before those who know us best?  Well, that wasn’t Jesus’ problem;  he did live a perfectly consistent and sinless life – and they STILL didn’t believe in him in his home town!  If he, being perfect, could not gain the confidence of those who knew him before he entered into his spiritual calling and ministry, how much less might we fallen creatures expect to do so.

If “familiarity breeds contempt,” the flip side of this anomaly is that one might expect to have a more satisfactory “outreach” among people we don’t really know that well—or, perhaps more pertinently, who do not know us well.  Yet something about making that principle formulaic does not sit well with us.  We sense, intuitively and correctly, that our lives should reflect what we say we believe.

We ache to see those closest to us won over to the sweetness of Christ, and we hope that, somehow, it will be through our own ministrations.  But the way things seem to work in the spiritual realm is that it is often through the witness and nurture of others that those for whom we care the most are brought to Christ.  This actually should be a relief for us, both lessening the burden, and also freeing us to be “prophetic” in someone else’s hometown.

Lord, those for whom I am burdened, who are close to me yet also “distant” and aloof, I place in your hands.  Myself as well, I place in your hands;  show yourself true, here where I am today, and there where I am not.
Fasting or Feasting?

Luke 5
Luke 5:33

“The religious leaders complained that Jesus’ disciples were feasting instead of fasting.  ‘John the Baptist’s disciples always fast and pray,’ they declared, ‘and so do the disciples of the Pharisees.  Why are yours always feasting?’”

What is more important, good theology or good works?  Did Jesus come to save people from hell or to make their lives better here on earth?  Which is more spiritual and Christ-like, an ascetic life of self-denial or a perpetual “party-on” lifestyle of effusive celebration?  Such questions, perennially debated, are shown by Jesus to be invalid dichotomies.

Peter and his failing fishing companions, a horribly-disfigured leper, a totally-dependent paraplegic, and a despised tax collector, all find that Jesus reaches out and generously removes their most harrowing personal embarrassment and impediment.  Even while he fixes material dysfunctions, he keeps talking about repentance and forgiveness and cleansing and wholeness.  He miraculously heals, he says, specifically to demonstrate his greater power to release from sin.  The result is exuberant celebration.

As people from a wider and wider spectrum of backgrounds keep attaching themselves to this joy-maker, there is a lot of rowdy whooping and hollering, and eating and drinking, wherever Jesus goes.  Dowdy religious gate-keepers grumble at the alleged inappropriateness of such festive carrying-on, but Jesus leans in close and says, “Listen, you don’t fast during the wedding party, and you don’t put new wine in old wineskins.  They are happy because I am here.”

Does my life in Christ look like a party going on?  Would others observing me think I am fasting . . . or feasting . . . because of his presence with me? 
What’s In Your Well?

Luke 6
Luke 6:45  

“A good person produces good deeds from a good heart, and an evil person produces evil deeds from an evil heart.  Whatever is in your heart determines what you say.”

At first Jesus’ teachings sound like the reverse of all common sense and logic:  “Leap for joy when you are persecuted” . . . “Do good to your enemies.”  But then he begins to sound almost banal, and trite:  “If one blind person leads another, they’ll both fall into a ditch” . . . “A good tree can’t produce bad fruit, and a bad tree can’t produce good fruit.”

By the time he pronounces “A good person produces good deeds from a good heart” we begin to secretly wonder whether we’ve missed something:  this just seems too painfully obvious.  Yet the stark truth is most other religions and ethical codes prescribe the good deeds, whereas Jesus focuses on the heart.  He often compared our heart with a well, and said it is the font from which either good or evil springs.
A village well in Turkey had produced clear, sweet water for the community for years.  Then it began to taste bad, then worse, and cause nausea.  A young man climbed down into the well to investigate, and discovered a rotting, putrid sheep that had fallen in and drowned.  When the fetid corpse was removed, the water soon became fresh and sweet.

What is there, deep down in my heart?  Good . . . or evil?  How I speak and act today will naturally “spring forth” from that source.
Is He Really What We’re Looking For?

Luke 7
Luke 7:20

“John’s two disciples found Jesus and said to him, ‘John the Baptist sent us to ask, “Are you the Messiah we’ve been expecting, or should we keep looking for someone else?”’”
It surprises us that even John the Baptist had his moment of doubt.  Any wavering on the part of that bold prophet, who constantly proclaimed that Messiah was coming, seems incongruous.  But see it his way:  he had been deep in Herod’s dark dungeon, hearing about Jesus’ brilliant ministry--but not seeing any benefit himself.  After many months, he was still incarcerated and, rumor had it, headed for worse.

Given what was expected of Messiah, this just didn’t make sense.

At the same time, Jesus was very active in behalf of lots of other people: curing many diseases, preaching hope to the poor, forgiving notorious sinners, raising a widow’s dead son, bringing succor to, of all people, an officer of the occupying Roman army.  Yet for John, his most loyal and devoted fan, he did nothing.  No political string-pulling, no miraculous intervention.

Where’s the justice?

We should be able to resonate with John’s perplexity, for it is so like ours:  we easily slip into doubt about whether God really cares or is really omnipotent when he doesn’t seem to be at work, in my behalf, in my particular circumstances.

Jesus’ answer to John’s--and to our--question is, “Look at the big picture—what I’m doing for others, not just what you are experiencing in this moment.  Oh, and if you resist being offended by the way I operate, God will bless you.”
Motive for Anonymous Service

Luke 8
Luke 8:3

“Joanna, the wife of Chuza, Herod’s business manager;  Susanna;  and many other [women]were contributing from their own resources to support Jesus and his disciples.”

Luke is the only one of the four gospel writers who mentions the women who apparently supplied the principal infrastructure of Jesus’ itinerant ministry.  Their task of providing for dozens, sometimes hundreds, of his followers must have been daunting.  There were no economy hotels, no fast-food chains, no electronic communication systems to assure reservations.  Somehow, at each place Jesus would stop for the night, they had to hustle around and put together provisions for everybody.  And they paid for it all out of their own pocket.

Such heroic service would seem to merit more than incidental mention in passing.  But it is not the first time that ‘support ministry’ has been given short shrift in the recounting of great works.  Could it be simply because they were women?  It might;  but even in today’s more ‘enlightened’ social context, those who do all the behind-the-scenes work, be they male or female, are seldom praised, or even recognized, the way more visible actors are.

So if they weren’t impelled by pecuniary motives, and they apparently got no glory from it, what motivated these women to devote themselves to this arduous task?   Luke provides a clue when he describes them as “women Jesus had healed and from whom he had cast out evil spirits.”

Evidently they served purely out of gratefulness.

Do I?
Radical Commitment

Luke 9
Luke 9:51
“As the time drew near for his return to heaven, Jesus resolutely set out for Jerusalem.”

Many students of Luke’s gospel see this verse as the pivotal point of the whole narrative.  Up to this point Jesus had cast the net wide, and the range of his followers ran the gamut from the curious to the committed.  Thousands came to enjoy stimulating discourse, the visceral thrill of the miraculous, and sometimes even a free meal.

But Jesus sifts through the varying responses to his ministry, asking his disciples, “Who are people saying that I am? . . . and who do you say that I am?”

Then suddenly he begins to raise deliberate hurdles before those who claim they want to follow him.  To superficial would-be disciples he warns them that this is going to be no walk in the park.  He pointedly predicts that his apostles will be rejected by some to whom he sends them.  He speaks repeatedly of his own imminent sufferings and death, and of the parallel necessity of his disciples’ shouldering their cross and giving up their life to follow him.

And to all he manifests a single-minded purposefulness, to march to Jerusalem and fulfill his destiny.  From this point on there’s no turning back, either for the Messiah or for those who would follow him.

Am I ready for this?  What if following Jesus really does mean the kind of radical cut-off from comfort that Jesus announces here?  Will I set my face resolutely to fulfill that calling, as he did?

What is Most Important?

Luke 10
Luke 10:42

“There is really only one thing worth being concerned about.  Mary has discovered it—and I won’t take it away from her.”

In this chapter comparisons recur.  Towns that welcome Jesus and the disciples he sends out in his name, and towns that do not;  simple, childlike people to whom the Father reveals his truth, and self-styled “wise and clever” from whom the truth is hidden;  prophets and kings of old who earnestly longed to see what Messiah would do, but could not, and Jesus’ disciples, who do see it all.

The outward appearance of serious piety of a religious lawyer is set alongside his actual inner state when he tries to wiggle out of the implications of the Good Samaritan story.  Then, as the day concludes, Jesus settles down for the evening in the home of two beloved friends, where one last comparison is drawn.  The sisters welcome him, each in her own way:  Mary, by listening to Jesus devotedly;  Martha, by preparing a big meal.  When the latter emerges from the clutter and clank of kitchenware to express resentment that Mary isn’t helping, Jesus cuts through her cloud of bother and worry.  He points to Mary’s single-minded devotion to himself as “the one and only thing really worth being concerned about.”
Those who hear this story have debated its central point for centuries . . . but he is, after all, the Master.

Faced with a number of possible activities and/or priorities today, Lord, help me to make The Right Choice.

Perseverance in Prayer

Luke 11
Luke 11:9
“And so I tell you, keep on asking, and you will be given what you ask for.  Keep on looking, and you will find.  Keep on knocking, and the door will be opened.”

The incomparable value of sheer, dogged persistence is elevated by Jesus to a spiritual principle.  Any salesman understands what Jesus is talking about when he avers that for some things, you just have to keep coming back and coming back, pressing your case, until you wear down the resistance.  If you want it bad enough, the common wisdom holds, you just have to hang in there until you get it.

Luke humorously records Jesus’ folksy illustrations of the principle at work: hoping to silence the loud voice of his neighbor before he wakes the kids all up again, a grumbling papa finally relents and gets out of bed in the middle of the night to give the suppliant the bread he keeps demanding.  Other fathers are reminded of how natural it is for them to give good, not bad, things to their children who ask, and Jesus presses home the analogy: “So how much more will your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask.”

For some reason we tend to be timid and conservative in our prayers, not asking for much, compared with how much God wants to give us.  And when we do ask for great things, we easily relent if they are not immediately forthcoming.  Jesus urges us to persist.

Father, help me to keep on asking you for the good you’ve shown me, until you give it to me.

Who Me, Worry?

Luke 12
Luke 12:31

“He will give you all you need from day to day if you make the Kingdom of God your primary concern.”

Jesus, who knows the Father intimately, goes to great lengths to get us to understand that God watches over us very carefully and is going to take care of us.  He doesn’t want us to focus on material matters but rather to devote ourselves to the Kingdom.  Yet he saw all around him, as we do today, that human beings either worry and fret if they think they won’t have enough or else boast and indulge themselves to excess if they do feel successful.  Either way, they’re missing the point.

Jesus keeps trying to get us to look around at the natural world, to see that sparrows and ravens, flowers and food crops, all are nourished and cared for directly by God’s hand.  They do not have to calculate or plan in order to flourish, God just makes their life sweet out of his own goodness.  “And you are worth more to God than a whole flock of sparrows.”

“So,” Jesus admonishes us, “don’t keep knocking yourself out about whether you’ll have enough tomorrow.  You WILL!  My Father takes care of that.  So, free yourself from worry and pay attention to more important matters.”

Is this crazy irresponsibility, or does he really want us to live like this?  If so, what will that mean?

Different Reactions to the Same Messiah

Luke 13
Luke 13:17
“This[what Jesus did and said] shamed his enemies.  And all the people rejoiced at the wonderful things he did.”

It doesn’t take long for Jesus’ teachings and actions, his message and ministry, to divide groups of people squarely down the middle.  On one side there always seem to be throngs of delighted well-wishers, those who “rejoice at the wonderful things he did.”  But on the other side there are always resentful critics, people of such stubborn ill-will that they are indignant, rather than elated, by the good things Jesus does for others.  They eventually become “his enemies” and, in the gospel narratives, look for every possible reason to put him out of the way.

For the recalcitrant, Jesus has nothing but warnings, articulated in bloody, violent language.  Judgment is near, the escape door is very narrow;  only a few will be saved, and they will come from ‘round the world, not many from the local inner circle of pompous religiosity;  repentance is your only hope.

For the humble, however, and those who do repent, there is always hope for another chance.  Jesus goes to great lengths—even “violating” traditional religious rules—to free his beloved ones from evil.  Each time he intervenes in some suffering sinner’s life, those looking on either rejoice, or grind their teeth.

Which side am I on?  One way to know for sure is to check my reaction to others’ good fortune or blessing.  Do I rejoice at the wonderful things he does for others?
How Much Is This Going to Cost Me?

Luke 14
Luke 14:28

“Don’t begin until you count the cost.  For who would begin construction of a building without first getting estimates and then checking to see if there is enough money to pay the bills?”

Once again Jesus brings the parade of his followers to a halt, not necessarily to daunt them with impossible requirements or scary predictions this time, but simply to remind them of a common sense principle.  One does not embark on a major endeavor—the examples he cites are a building project and a war!—without first calculating whether you have the resources to finish what you started.  To do otherwise, to fool-heartedly plunge ahead with a highly-visible venture and then fall short of completing it because there wasn’t enough of whatever it takes to finish the job, is to invite the ridicule of everyone watching.

“So,” he tells his followers, of both then and now, “you’d better stop and count the cost first, before you go any further with this intention of being my disciple.”  And the cost turns out to be . . . everything:  our wealth, our social standing, our families, our very life.  All of it goes.

But it’s not so bad.  As that contemporary Jewish poet Bob Dylan said, “If you ain’t got nuthin’, you got nuthin’ to lose.”  Jesus’ followers find themselves picking up the check for lavish banquets at which not their influential friends but hobos and street people and severely disabled are cordially invited.  Benefactors and beneficiaries alike, they all seem to enjoy it.
Discipleship:  the cost is “everything.”  But Jesus promises:  “God will reward you.”
Who’s Coming to the Party?  (and Who Isn’t . . . )
Luke 15
Luke 15:7

“In the same way, heaven will be happier over one lost sinner who returns to God than over ninety-nine others who are righteous and haven’t strayed away.”

Jesus tells three parables in a row that all have the same point.  Whether it’s a sheep, a valuable coin, or a wayward son, when something valuable is found that had been lost, the natural reaction to finding it again is joy.  Jesus says the happiness of the shepherd, the woman, and the father of the prodigal all reflect the atmosphere of heaven, where joyous clamor breaks out every time a sinner repents.

That celestial joy contrasts starkly, however, with the strange resentment of many earthly persons.  Like the angry older brother in the prodigal son story, religious leaders of Jesus’ day were irritated, rather than pleased, by the repentance of notorious sinners.  They, like that elder brother, felt that their years of constantly walking the straight and narrow was what should be celebrated and praised, not the erratic flip-flopping of recovered drifters.

Jesus, who had spent all but the previous 30 years of his existence in the festive atmosphere of heaven, is both puzzled and pained by this unseemly rejection of salvation and restoration.  He urges his mean-spirited hearers to understand how right it is to celebrate.  But, esteeming their “never strayed” status above the joy of grace, they persist in their gloomy snobbery and refuse to join the party.

Little wonder that heaven’s angels are merrier when one erring sinner repents and comes home than they are when ninety-nine “righteous” stay put.

Money?  What’s the Problem?

Luke 16
Luke 16:11 
“And if you are untrustworthy about worldly wealth, who will trust you with the true riches of heaven?”

Some people are surprised when they discover that Jesus doesn’t always pose money and spirituality as direct antitheses.  “I always thought he was against rich people,” they admit, “or even against making a healthy profit.  But in one of these parables he actually holds a dishonest business manager up to be admired for his shrewdness!”

It’s true.  Jesus corroborates the amused admiration of the rich man in his story, whose canny—albeit totally dishonest—manager saves his own skin by cooking the books.  He even sets the clever rascal before his disciples as an example of the kind of resourcefulness necessary to those who have great responsibilities.  Then Jesus, no lover of mammon, continues with a discourse on how to make money work for your benefit.

“But,” he warns, “you can’t have it both ways.  It’s one thing to make money work for you—but if you don’t watch out, you could become the servant of money.”  That seems to be the real problem: who is the master?  Cheating, dishonestly acquiring riches, the kind of callous indifference to the poor depicted in the Lazarus story—all seem to have their root in this substituting of money for God.  You serve one, or you serve the other.
Money is not the problem;  it’s what you do with it.
When Jesus Comes Back . . . 

Luke 17

Luke 17:30

“Yes, it will be ‘business as usual’ right up to the hour when the Son of Man returns.”
When will the End come?  We’d all like to have Insider Information on that day to end all days.  The people of Jesus’ era were no different.  They wanted to know what to watch for, portends or signals of the coming of the Son of Man, perhaps so they could “get ready” in time to avoid too much personal calamity.

But Jesus replies that outward circumstances won’t be much help to herald the event.  Rather, he says, it’ll be just like when the cataclysms of Noah’s and Lot’s days hit:  one moment people were going about their daily business routines, no different from usual, and the next moment universal catastrophe struck.  That’s the way it will be when the End comes, Jesus affirms.

So how do we live, knowing it could be any moment, as easily as the next?  You live, Jesus teaches, as those who know that the Kingdom is already here, among you.  That is, we live moment by moment unto the King;  in thankfulness, like the healed leper, in faithfulness, like the dutiful servant, forgiving one another over and over—in short, simply doing what we know we are supposed to do.  We don’t have to wait until the Kingdom becomes fully visible.  In fact, to do so would be truly disastrous.

Lord, help me to live today as though I may see you face to face before tonight . . . for perhaps I will.
Hubris or Humility?

Luke 18

Luke 18:16

“Then Jesus called for the children and said to the disciples, ‘Let the children come to me.  Don’t stop them!  For the Kingdom of God belongs to such as these.’”

The simplest and lowliest of people—children, widows, social outcasts, the poor, the disabled, and habitual, occupational sinners—always seem to get Jesus’ blessings and boons.

A widow bereft of power or social status appears together in an anecdote with a proud magistrate so highly placed he “had great contempt for everyone”;  she is the one Jesus tells his disciples to imitate.  When a strictly righteous-living Pharisee and a dishonest but sorrowful tax collector are placed side by side in the Temple, you know almost before you finish reading the story who’s going to receive Jesus’ thumbs up, and who is going to get the thumbs down.  When a wealthy religious leader comes to Jesus seeking eternal life, you know that before the story is over he’s going to be ordered to sell everything he has and give to the poor.

Squeezed directly in between these latter two stories is the account of little children rushing into Jesus’ arms.  They receive his affection but more: his blessing, as exemplars of the simple faith of which the Kingdom of God is comprised.  To his disciple Peter who ventures, “We have left all to follow you,” Jesus replies approvingly, “Yes! and you will get so much in return!”

Jesus appears to be the Great Leveler.   For him, the apothegm “The proud will be humbled, but the humble will be honored” seems programmatic.  So, on which side of this equation do I find myself?
Why Am I Here?

Luke 19

Luke 19:10
“I, the Son of Man, have come to seek and save those like him who are lost.”


Jesus knew exactly why he had come and what he was about.  Do I?  Many of us, particularly if we travel a lot as part of our job, come to know a peculiar vagueness as part and parcel of our existence.  Not only the bewildered grasping around to orient ourselves when we wake up in a new hotel room but the ongoing feeling that we’re not sure why we’re here today or where we’re going next.  We politely greet completely new and strange people and set right into doing business with them, though we haven’t a clue as to who they really are.


Jesus did the same thing, though he obviously knew far more about his interlocutors than we usually do.  When he calls Zaccheus down from his tree to take him home for dinner, the little man is astonished and thrilled that Jesus not only knows him, but wants to know him better.  The encounter results in his complete turn around, and he is giddy with joy.

The onlookers are disgruntled by Jesus’ choice of hosts, but he says, matter-of-factly, “This is what I’ve come here for, to reach such people and save them.”


We may be surprised by the people Jesus urges us to reach out to in his behalf throughout the day, or even that he calls our attention to them.  But he knows why we’re here, even if we don’t.

Do I Know What He Wants ?

Luke 20

Luke 20:25

“Well then,” he said, “give to Caesar what belongs to him.  But everything that belongs to God must be given to God.”


It’s an age-old question, how much and what to give to God and what to give to earthly authorities? Whether it has to do with money, with time, or with allegiance, we’re seldom confident that we’ve got the balance right.  For that reason Jesus’ enemies were pretty sure they could ‘get him’ this time, with the question of taxes to an unpopular government.


But it is no mere coincidence that this follows a parable in which tenant farmers refuse to give the lawful owner of the vineyard from which they derive their living his due.  Those hearing the story would rightly infer that the tenant farmers knew what they were supposed to render as their part of the deal, so are without excuse for not doing so.  And Jesus’ answer regarding the tax coin also acknowledges as a given that his hearers do discern the difference between “what belongs to Caesar” and “what belongs to God.”

So, while Jesus’ adversaries try to evade the implications of the Law of God by portraying theological matters as too dense or too complicated to probe with certainty, Jesus cuts through their attempts to obfuscate and lays right on their shoulders responsibility for obeying what they know to be true.

I wonder whether I don’t actually already know the answers to some of the “difficult theological questions” I tell myself are keeping me from full obedience?
                                    The End is Near   (Is that Bad News or Good News?)
Luke 21

Luke 21:28

“So when all these things begin to happen, stand straight and look up, for your salvation is near!”


Jesus declares that world-wide cataclysmic upheavals will erupt just before he brings history to a close.  Not only will society dissolve into chaos, but the elements of the physical universe will go awry:  terrible earthquakes, tidal confusion, and “the stability of the very heavens will be broken up.”  He says that the courage of many people will falter because of the fearful fate they see coming upon the earth.  It’s perfectly understandable.  As the only world they’ve ever known falls apart, they too will fall apart emotionally and psychologically, wrenched from dependency on the material universe they have always taken for granted.

The creation, even spoiled by our sin, has been for the most part so benign that some like to affectionately call it Mother Nature.  Many human beings hold the cosmos in awe so reverent it can be called idolatry.  So to be there when the whole thing goes haywire and crumbles to dust will be the most traumatic shock anyone has ever experienced.

Yet Jesus—apparently incongruously—tells his followers, “That’s your cue:  straighten up in hopeful anticipation of my imminent appearance, because with that event, the old heaven and earth will finally disappear and what you’ve been waiting for all this time will come into existence.”

Am I really waiting eagerly for that perfect, unflawed world to come?  Or, like everybody else, do I mistake this passing, ephemeral cosmos for basic reality?  Will I mourn or rejoice when this age concludes with a bang?
When Darkness Reigns

Luke 22

Luke 22:53

“Why didn’t you arrest me in the Temple?  I was there every day.  But this is your moment, the time when the power of darkness reigns.”

In the last hours before Jesus is captured and condemned, everyone seems to be sneaking around, arranging matters surreptitiously.  The betrayer Judas agrees with the Temple elite to find a suitable time and place devoid of crowds that could wreck the plot.  Peter and John, following a pre-arranged secret identifying signal, quietly slip into the upstairs room of a private homeowner to prepare the Master’s last supper with the twelve.  Just when it is ready Jesus and the others arrive and sit down.  In the privacy of the quiet room, he gives last instructions;  something terrible is about to happen.

Later they go out together to the dark silence of a garden, where the Master enters into serious agony, preparing to face the coming ordeal.  But the disciples, overcome by darkness of spirit, are not ready, so when the blazing torches, gleaming swords, and grimacing faces invade the garden they panic.  Jesus, however, is completely composed.  He speaks ironically, actually scoffing at Judas and his gang, taunting them with their cowardice--sneaking around in the dark and brandishing unnecessary weapons!

“But,” he acknowledges, “this is your moment, the time when the power of darkness reigns.”  What a terrible thing to hear, to realize about oneself, if they were really listening!

In the secrecy, in the darkness, do I let the power of darkness reign, in ways that I would not do in the light of day, in the eye of the public?

A Really Difficult Temptation
Luke 23

Luke 23:35

“The crowd watched, and the leaders laughed and scoffed.  ‘He saved others,’ they said, ‘let him save himself if he is really God’s Chosen One, the Messiah.’”

We normally think of Jesus’ physical sufferings, so graphically depicted in many sculptures, paintings, and dramas, as the worst part of his experience.  Yet another aspect of that day may have been even more difficult to bear: the scornful mocking of his enemies, taunting him, daring him to prove his messianic claims . . . by simply saving himself.

I doubt whether we can ever empathize with how great a temptation that must have been.  Ground under the mill wheel of pain, listening to the hoots of derision from the crowd, but worst of all listening to these self-assured religious leaders calling out for everyone to hear what must have seemed irrefutable logic: “All he has to do to prove that he is God’s Chosen One, as he claims, is simply come down from there.  Exercise your power, Messiah, if that’s who you are, and we’ll all believe in you.”

He must have thought about how divinely easy it would be:  to suddenly, dramatically rip the nails from the cross, step down with a miraculously restored, powerful, scar-free body and smile smugly right into the centurion’s, and then the priests’, blanched faces.  “See?”

But he didn’t.  If he had saved himself, you and I would still be lost and unforgiven, without a shred of hope.  But he knew that he came to save others, so he ignored the taunts and bore it to the end.

Thank you, Jesus.  Help me, too, to refrain from the obsession to “prove myself.”

What Does He Have to Do for Me to Believe?
Luke 24

Luke 24:36

“And just as they were telling about it, Jesus himself was suddenly standing there among them.  He said, ‘Peace be with you.’”


Jesus’ followers are flabbergasted by the bits of news they keep hearing.  They listen to far-fetched tales of an empty tomb, folded grave clothes, and imposing bright angels, and try to piece together and understand this unheard-of phenomenon, comparing it with ancient prophecies and with things Jesus had said, mulling it all over.  But it is just too extraordinary to understand, let alone believe.

On several occasions, at the very moment they are discussing the matter with one another, Jesus himself is suddenly there with them.  Yet their grief-induced stupor prevents them from recognizing him.  Apparently amused, Jesus at first plays with two disciples walking to Emmaus.  “Are you the only person in Jerusalem who hasn’t heard about all the things that have happened there these last few days?” they ask, and Jesus innocently replies, “What things?”  He lets them demonstrate the limits of their comprehension, then he fills in the blanks and connects the dots.  They suddenly realize that it is he, and dash back to the gathered disciples in Jerusalem to tell them that Jesus is alive.

Once again he appears at the very moment he is being spoken of, but he grows impatient with the unbelief of people who have actually seen, spoken with, and even eaten together with, the risen Lord.  “I’ve already told you this so many times.  Why do you keep on doubting?”
What does it take for me to believe you, Jesus, and finally leave doubt behind?
Deep Waters

John 1

John 1:1

“In the beginning the Word already existed.  He was with God, and he was God.”


John doesn’t waste any time but dives purposefully into his subject right from the opening words.  The other gospels argue for Jesus’ divinity inductively, gradually revealing one evidence after another from the unfolding life of Jesus, in the hope that the reader will eventually conclude as did the centurion at the foot of the cross, exclaiming “This man must be the Son of God!”  But John foregoes such preparatory supporting data, and states right from the beginning that the Word (whom he will eventually identify as Jesus) was from everlasting before time with God, and moreover was himself God.


Having such intimate fellowship with God the Father, he is uniquely qualified to tell us about him, as John reiterates in verse 18.  Yet he is more than Expert Witness.  He carries within himself the very nature of divinity, John asserts, so that as we look at the man Jesus in action, we actually see the Father, as Jesus later would explain to Phillip.


In these opening words of his gospel, John characterizes Jesus as the Word, the deliberate rational and personal expression of Godhood towards humankind, but also as Light and as Life, two of the most dynamic forces known to us.  If John tells us this much up front, what more will be revealed within?  We instinctively gulp, reading these opening words of the fourth gospel, and catch our breath, realizing this is going to be a very different ride.
Lord, I am accustomed to operating on a rather shallow plain.  Help me as I plunge into these deeper waters;  sharpen my intellect and my literary sensibilities, to perceive the many layers of meaning John has laid down, and that you use to speak to us.

The Best Comes After
John 2

John 2:10
“Usually a host serves the best wine first,” he said.  “Then, when everyone is full and doesn’t care, he brings out the less expensive wines.  But you have kept the best until now!”


Saving the best for last:  a little trick many of us learn as children, when we grimace and gulp down the vegetables and other parts of the meal we don’t like first, so that we can savor and enjoy the “better” parts at our leisure afterwards, with no hassles from Mom!

The master of ceremonies in this story is quite surprised, though, at his host’s apparent tactic, for with wine it is quite the opposite:  you normally serve your guests the very best tasting wine at the beginning, while their palates are still fresh and clear.  Later, when an abundance of the wine itself has made fuzzy the ability of tasters to discern best from good . . . or pretty good from really cheap! . . . one brings out the latter, knowing it won’t make much difference to those who’ve already had plenty.

In the Bible wine often symbolizes gladness of heart and celebration, so those who read this story have usually understood it to represent the joyous arrival of Jesus himself, in relation to all that preceded him in earlier Judaism.  It is no mere coincidence, for example, that the vessels in which the rich wine suddenly appeared are used for traditional Jewish ceremonies, until they are transformed into something better.  Throughout this gospel, John will return again and again to images of Jesus fulfilling in his own person familiar but worn out Jewish paradigms, as if to suggest: God saved the best for the last.

Lord, I’ll admit I’m not used to thinking of you as providing for me to have more fun.  If you provide “new wine” for me to enjoy, will I be able to leave behind stale alternatives in order to fully embrace and savor that which you offer?

Jesus:  Judge or Savior?

John 3 

John 3:17
”God did not send his Son into the world to condemn it, but to save it.”


The idea most people have of Jesus’ purpose in coming to earth is that he came to clean things up, to scold wrong-doers and warn recalcitrant sinners of a painful fate that awaits them.  Moreover, he is seen to be the judge who will carry out that sentence upon the obstinate and disobedient.  In this perception, those holding it are half-right.  He will return to earth a second time, not only as the savior of those who trust him but also as the judge of all who continue to reject him.


But his purpose in coming the first time was not to condemn the world, but to save a world already under condemnation.  What he offers Nicodemus, and all the rest of us who eavesdrop on their conversation, is a new start—a chance to begin all over again as a newborn babe, born of the Spirit.  He doesn’t say, as we would expect, “You have made so many mistakes!  Your sins are so overwhelming it’s going to take the rest of your life to fix up this mess.  You’d better get busy;  you’ll never undo all the damage you’ve done before I have to judge you as having failed.”


Rather, he says, “Like the bronze serpent Moses lifted up to save Israelites, I will be lifted up, so that everyone who believes on me will have eternal life.”  It’s not “will earn eternal life,” but “believing [on me] will have life in his name.”

How do I see Jesus, as my judge, or as my savior?  What does that tell me about my present relationship to him?  If I see him as my judge, must it continue that way?

Would You Like to Get Well?

John 5

John 5:7

“I can’t, sir,” the sick man said, “for I have no one to help me into the pool when the water is stirred up.  While I am trying to get there, someone else always gets in ahead of me.”


Excuses, excuses.  Some of us have a whole litany of reasons for why we can’t be expected to respond to life with healthy enthusiasm and vigor.  Like the man in this story, who had been lying around for thirty-eight years and had apparently gotten rather accustomed to his condition, we usually begin by blaming others when asked if we want to get well.


If we are stuck in a paralyzed mode, so we believe, it is because no one has helped us when we needed it.  Or worse: others have competitively jumped in ahead of us when there were advantages to be gained.  Ah, poor me!  No one cares about me.  I’d like to do more, but these other people get in my way.  The man’s response is a whining explanation when Jesus, “knowing how long he had been ill,” asks him the direct question “Would you like to get well?”—a matter he is reluctant to examine candidly.


Jesus sees deeper into our real condition than we do ourselves.  He doesn’t reason with the man, or even acknowledge the invalid’s proposed agenda for their discussion.  He just says, “Get up!  Pick up your sleeping mat, and start walking.”


Postscript:  The suddenly-mobile man was less than grateful for Jesus’ unlooked-for healing.  We know that because when Jesus later found him and warned him to stop sinning, he went looking for the Jewish leaders who had chastised him for carrying his bed on Sabbath, and said, “Jesus told me to.”

How do I respond when Jesus asks me if I want to get well?  . . . when he proffers me deliverance from crippling habits, a better way of living, purposeful activity instead of indolent inertia?

What Are the Alternatives?

John 6

John 6:68

“Simon Peter replied, ‘Lord, to whom would we go?  You alone have the words that give eternal life.’”


Yea, Peter!  Don’t you just want to hug him when he says this to Jesus?  If ever Jesus “needed” someone to bolster his sagging spirits this was one of those moments.  The steadily flagging popularity of Jesus as this chapter unrolls is impossible to miss.  Masses of fickle fans followed Jesus everywhere, expecting to be fed and entertained.  But Jesus would not be a party to such superficial motives for following him.


Instead he launches into theological and metaphysical discourse that is difficult even for us to comprehend.  The vast majority of his would-be disciples find it mind-bafflingly complex, even offensive.  The result?  They trickle away, disappointed.  He apparently isn’t going to be what they all wanted him to be.  It is at that point, as he gazes at the retreating backsides, and watches the fledgling movement disperse and scatter like downy feathers in the wind, that Jesus turns to his few remaining faithful, and asks them, “Are you going to leave, too?”


What a forlorn expression!  Fortunately, we are told Jesus already knew who would stick with him and who would not, so he was not as despondent as it sounds. Nevertheless, at that moment he was forsaken and desolate.  And good old Peter knew exactly what he needed to hear: “Are you kidding?  Where else would we go?  You are the only one who knows the answers we need.  Nope, we’re not going anywhere.  We’re sticking with you.”

Lord, I want that kind of conviction.  Show me that there really aren’t any other pathways, gurus, or guides.  You are the one, the only, the true Way.  I’ll stick with you.

Joy Like a Fountain
John 7

John 7:38

“If you believe in me, come and drink!  For the Scriptures declare that rivers of living water will flow out from within.”

At the climax of the festival, when thousands of people were milling around in the highest expectation and in the most animated of spirits, Jesus shouted this open and generous invitation.  “Listen, all of you!” he calls out to the throng of religious celebrants, “If you are thirsty, come to me!  This is what you’ve been looking for all your life.  This is what will finally and forever satisfy you.  It will be like a spring of water bubbling up from within you.  Living waters, always flowing, fresh and new every day.  Never stagnant, never brackish, always sweet and refreshing.”


His raised voice and the extraordinary content of what he offers immediately calls the attention of the crowd—and cows the guards dispatched to arrest him;  they return to their chagrined masters empty-handed.  While the crowd, and even the religious leaders, are divided over the question of who Jesus is (and what he is talking about), the writer and we who peer over his shoulder know that Jesus was no carnival huckster, selling a magic potion or advocating self-help regimes or disciplines.  He was speaking, the writer tells us, of the Spirit of God that is given to those who believe in Jesus, a Spirit who thereafter keeps bubbling up from within, an endless source of delight and refreshment.


This is what Jesus offers to those who come to him.  He gives us not just forgiveness, and salvation, and teaching, but also joy—like a living, bubbly fountain.

Have I noticed the presence of the Spirit bubbling up within me?  Or perhaps I may have “clogged up the spring” and quenched his activity to some degree.  If so, may the “stream” be restored to a full, free-flowing river, a river of joy.

How Does It Look to You?
John 9

John 9:16

“Some of the Pharisees said, ‘This man Jesus is not from God, for he is working on the Sabbath.’  Others said, ‘But how could an ordinary sinner do such miraculous signs?’  So there was a deep division of opinion among them.”


From the raw data—Jesus did miracles in behalf of hurting people—his contemporaries extrapolated in one of two directions.  Either he was a sinner—a lawbreaker—because what he did conflicted with strict interpretation of Mosaic law, or else he was from God, for how else could one explain his power to do so much good?  Several characters debate the question, but it is the principal individual, the healed blind man, who exhibits rapid growth in understanding.


He starts out the day overhearing, as he must have all his life, people speculating on whether he was in this miserable condition because of his own fault or some major sin of his parents.  No doubt he often asked himself the same question.  Then for the first time he hears an alternative, a hope-inspiring explanation: “Neither one.  He was born this way so that the power of God could be seen in him.”  Now there’s a new, a better, way to think!  The next thing he knows, he is returning from washing his face and for the first time in his life, seeing!


He is soon the center of admiring attention, then of hostile interrogation.  To the latter he responds with increasing boldness, as he perceives the Pharisees’ stubborn refusal to believe in Jesus.  “Why, who is really blind here?  If this man weren’t from God, he couldn’t do what he has done.  Don’t you see that?”


Maybe they did, but if so they would not admit it.

Could it be that some of the undesirable circumstances of my life that afflict me are not evidences of and punishments for some unknown sin, but are rather put there in order for God to glorify himself, somehow?  Open my eyes, Lord.

A Familiar Voice

John 10
John 10:27

“My sheep recognize my voice;  I know them, and they follow me.”


Do I recognize the voice of the good shepherd?  A hubbub of other voices washes over us each day.  From the time our radio alarm issues some cheery announcer’s voice into our subconscious, yanking us to wakefulness, to the last interpersonal action of the day before we rest again, we are besieged with voices, many of them clamoring for our attention, our business, our loyalty.  It is tiring, confusing, often annoying.  Among all of these competing for my attention, to whom do I really listen?


Jesus says that while “other shepherds” pretend for awhile to be interested in his sheep’s welfare, they really are not, and when difficulty approaches, they are out of there quickly.  He, Jesus, on the other hand, proclaims (and later proved) his willingness to lay down his life for his sheep.  Such love cannot be hidden;  the sheep know that the true shepherd loves them.  So when they hear his voice, they naturally come to him, and follow him.


Jesus explains unbelief similarly:  his enemies don’t believe because they are not of his sheep.  His sheep do believe because they are his sheep that his Father has given him.  It is all affective, rather than intellectual.  That is, if I follow Jesus it is not because I was smart enough to figure it all out but because I recognize his voice as that of my good shepherd, who cares for me and laid down his life for me.

I’m listening, Lord.  Where are we going today?

Extravagant Devotion
John 12

John 12:3

“Then Mary took a twelve-ounce jar of expensive perfume made from essence of nard, and she anointed Jesus’ feet with it and wiped his feet with her hair.  And the house was filled with fragrance.”


What a beautiful scene!  A woman pouring out a generous, a lavish, an absurdly extravagant quantity of wonderful-smelling perfume on one whom she loves, then tenderly wiping his feet with her hair.  Unusually, the olfactory senses as well as the visual are invoked.  “The whole house was filled with the fragrance.”  An act of devotion and love, lavished upon Jesus just days before the vile hatred of his enemies will culminate in his torture and death.


As Jesus responded when some of his disciples were offended at Mary’s extravagance, “She did this in preparation for my burial.”  This moment of sweet adoration would contrast with nearly every other moment of the next week, as Jesus’ enemies bitterly hardened their hearts to reject and kill him, but the pungent unguent would continue to linger in the air, emanating from him through all those harrowing scenes, even the worst ones, right up to his burial.


When he stood before the hostile Sanhedrin, that delicate bouquet testified in the crowded room that others believed in Jesus, if his interrogators did not.  As he sweated and bled and suffered a few hours later, it must have been strange to his torturers, as they lashed him and bashed him, to keep smelling that wonderful scent released from his bruised and broken flesh.  Even from his mangled body hanging on the cross, there wafted this redolent reminder that this man was profoundly loved and adored by some people, if hated and feared by others.

Am I lavish and extravagant in my adoration of Jesus, or do I carefully mete out my affection and my devotion?  What difference might it make to those around me if the fragrance of my love for him were something more robust than subtle?

Do As I Say  And As I Do
John 13

John 13:15

“I have given you an example to follow.  Do as I have done to you.”


Jesus didn’t just talk the talk;  he walked the walk.  He didn’t just lecture his disciples, he modeled the behavior called for, whether it was a matter of turning the other cheek, or loving God with all one’s heart, or serving others with humility.  The particular context here is that he had just washed the disciples’ feet, a menial chore none of them wanted to stoop to doing.


It should be warmly attractive for us, this way of being the Master.  Jesus’ humility and penchant for service should also give pause to the many who have been hoodwinked by religious charlatans down through the ages, and to many others who, though never victims themselves, remain resolutely suspicious of anyone who speaks authoritatively about religious matters.  The unsavory truth of the matter is that many who claim to be elevated spiritual teachers are vile and despotic in their relationship to those who revere and exalt them.  Jesus’ willingness to get down on his hands and knees for his followers, to do whatever needed to be done, stands out in sharp contrast to religious luminaries who get rich off of the increasing poverty, both material and spiritual, of their followers.


But Jesus doesn’t leave it at that.  He tells his disciples of that day and this, “You’ve seen the example I’ve placed before you.  Now do what you’ve seen me do.  Love one another, and show it, by acts of humble service.”

I can’t say that I’m not sure how Jesus wants me to act—he’s modeled it all out quite clearly in three-dimensional examples;  all I really have to do is follow them, and him.

“Just Like You and Me, Father”
John 17

John 17:21

“My prayer for all of them is that they will be one, just as you and I are one, Father—that just as you are in me and I am in you, so they will be in us, and the world will believe you sent me.”


Jesus’ last hours with his disciples culminate in their overhearing his final prayer concerning themselves, addressed to his Father, but spoken aloud for their intended ears.  What they hear him say is, essentially, that above all else what he wants for them (and, as he had just said in the previous breath, for “all who will ever believe in me because of their testimony”) is unity.


What he means by “being one” is not obvious—Jesus himself was the most individuated human being who has ever lived—but it is clearly far more than we intend when we speak of agreement or accord or harmony among people.  In the Western world, we stress how important it is for each person to be able to believe and express him- or herself differently from others.  The best we can strive for and hope for is a modicum of compromise-based tolerance;  the notion of “being one” is utterly foreign to us.  So, how we should be one is not immediately apparent.


One important clue is that what he wants for his disciples is that we “be one, just as you and I are one, Father.”  Throughout the entire book of John Jesus refers to his own unity with the Father, so whatever else may be implied, he wants us to be as close to him, and to one another, as he is to his father.  What that will mean requires extended meditation. And, thankfully, this is not a command, but a prayer.

All right, Lord, I understand that my part here is to echo you, to say, “Yes, Lord, may it be so.  Not ‘my (individualistic, egocentric, selfish) will be done,’ but yours.”

What Is Truth?
John 18

John 18:37

“Pilate replied, ‘You are a king then?’  ‘You say that I am a king, and you are right,’ Jesus said.  ‘I was born for that purpose.  And I came to bring truth to the world.  All who love the truth recognize that what I say is true.’”


How many people “love the truth”?  If we extrapolate from what Jesus said here to Pilate, the number must be rather small, for the number of people who recognize that what Jesus says is true is relatively small.  This seems to be corroborated by our everyday experience.  Many people appear to expend an enormous amount of energy fooling themselves about their own life, about the significance of circumstances around them, about the ultimate meaning of the universe.  Most people do not love the truth.


Blaise Pascal, the brilliant mathematician and astute observer of the human condition, said that most human beings, rather than seeking truth, devote their energies to diverting themselves.  This double-entendre intentionally plays with the two meanings of ‘diversion’: an amusement, and a deviation or digression from the right path.  He believed that most people, in order not to recognize the truth of Christianity, instead divert themselves with amusing pastimes that keep them distracted (another meaning for “diverted”) and prevent them from having to face the otherwise imposing nature of truth.


Perhaps Pilate was one of those;  even when face to face with the Truth he soon turned the interview into a semantic parlor game.  Though he was obviously impressed with Jesus’ integrity, he preferred to maintain his usual skepticism and did not profit from his encounter with the one man who could have told him all about the truth that he characterized as elusive and ineffable.

When truth appears before me, do I love it?  Or, like Pilate, do I pretend that I don’t really see it or acknowledge it?  What does it mean, to “love the truth”?

Is This Your King?

John 19

John 19:5


“Then Jesus came out wearing the crown of thorns and the purple robe.  And Pilate said, ‘Here is the man!’”


At the moment of his greatest personal triumph, Jesus was presented to the watching world as an object of mockery.  When his implicit claims to be the true Davidic king prophesied for ages—the anointed one, the Messiah—are investigated by his own Sanhedrin and by civil authorities represented in Pilate, and rejected, it is not enough to flog him, release him, and ignore him.  They mock his royalty.  Soldiers dress him in a royal purple robe, crunch a crown made of long piercing thorns down onto his head, and deride him in a parody of courtly manners.


Then that bleeding thorn-crowned figure dressed in a purple robe is brought out onto Pilate’s balcony and presented to the waiting throng with Pilate’s solemn introduction, “Here is the man.”  Readers gasp at this twisted lampoon of Jesus’ royalty.  But the instantaneous effect upon the members of the religious establishment, who had been waiting for Jesus to reappear after his long interview with Pilate, is to evoke wild shouting: “Crucify! Crucify!”


It has nearly always been so;  those who consider the claims of Jesus, and then reject them, often turn to ridicule.  If you don’t acknowledge his sovereignty, your only other option is to make light of it . . . while you can.  For though he suffered humiliation once as a rejected king he will return one day as undisputed ruler, in all his regal glory.  Then, we are told, every knee will bow.

Do I bend the knee now in sincere submission?  Or will I have to grudgingly someday, after a lifetime of taking Jesus’ claims lightly . . . or even secretly deriding them?

Seeing—or Hearing?—Is Believing

John 20

John 20:29

“Then Jesus told him, ‘You believe because you have seen me.  Blessed are those who haven’t seen me and believe anyway.”


Poor Thomas!  To have become for hundreds of generations the quintessential doubter, a poster-child for misgiving and distrust—to have actually had his name become a synonym for weak faith, “a doubting Thomas.”  Most of us can readily relate to his story;  we probably would have reacted the same way he did when, three days after Jesus’ burial, the other disciples started babbling about having “seen the resurrected Lord.”


Jesus graciously brought Thomas back within the believing fold, but along the way he made an important point.  Many, many more individuals after Thomas, who would not have the advantages he had of being able to actually verify Jesus’ resurrected state with their own eyes and hands, would believe in Jesus without any tangible evidence at all.  They would just have the proclaimed testimony of others . . . who had believed after hearing the message from still others, who in turn had heard it from believing others . . . .  Upon that basis we each have to decide whether to believe the word we have heard or not.


So, starting 50 days later, at Pentecost, and right through to the present moment, the means by which God proclaims Jesus to the world is through the testimony regarding him that his followers give.  Only those who have heard someone else testify that he is alive can believe in Jesus.  Those who do believe on that basis are blessed, Jesus told Thomas.

So where does this leave me?  If I already believe, it means that others around me have the choice of believing or not believing in Jesus if I tell them that he is alive.

A Big Splash

John 21

John 21:7

“Then the disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter, ‘It is the Lord!’  When Simon Peter heard that it was the Lord, he put on his tunic (for he had stripped for work), jumped into the water, and swam ashore.”


What excitement!  After a long, cold, wet night of totally unsuccessful efforts—at fishing, for pity’s sake, their old profession!—Peter and the others are startled, then delighted, to discover that Jesus has come back.


Twice before since the resurrection he had appeared, but now enough time had elapsed that Peter, always the one to take the initiative, had gone back to an old habit.  Since they were back in Galilee, and the boat was there, what could be more natural than to try their luck on the lake again, as they had done for years before Jesus called them to follow him?  But their luck is bad.  Terrible, in fact.  Repeatedly they throw the nets out, and repeatedly they drag them back again, dripping wet, rough on the hands—and empty, every time.  They must have felt pretty amateur, wondered where their skills went during the years they’d been following Jesus around.  And now nobody had seen him in over a week.  It was a dismal night.


When the stranger on the shore directs them to an enormous catch they suddenly realize that Jesus is present again, nearby.  Peter in his excitement throws on all his clothes and plunges overboard!  Now see them on the water:  six in the boat float slowly to shore, carefully preserving the catch, while one, in his effusive joy, splashes wildly in the cold sea rushing to be with Jesus again as rapidly as possible.  “Who cares about the fish?  Jesus is here!”

Lord, I want to be like Peter, ready to throw myself in your direction the moment I sense that you are close by.  Joy doesn’t come from having success in my professional efforts, but from your being present.  So, come, Lord Jesus.
The Accurate Reflection of God’s Glory 

Hebrews 1

Hebrews 1:3

“The Son reflects God’s own glory, and everything about him represents God exactly.  He sustains the universe by the mighty power of his command.  After he died to cleanse us from the stain of sin, he sat down in the place of honor at the right hand of the majestic God of heaven.”


What an incredibly rich, all-encompassing description of who Jesus Christ really is!  Seldom are so many of his magnificent traits all brought together into one syntactical unit, as they are in this verse.  Yet the verse is but a sample, an accurate indication of the richness, the depth, the multi-dimensionality of the whole book of which it is a part.


Hebrews is to most literature as Mediterranean baklava pastry or New York cheesecake is to soda crackers—almost too rich for comparison.  To meditate on what is said in the Book of Hebrews is to gain access to eternal, to infinite wisdom.  The writer takes exquisite care to express himself in poetically measured, theologically profound, aesthetically appealing phrases.  The form, in other words, seems as important to this writer as the content.  So, for us as readers to pay attention to how he says what he says, as well as what he affirms, repays the effort.


His subject throughout the treatise is consistent.  Jesus Christ, the eternal Son of the divine Father, is superior to every other religious figure and form.  (In chapter one, for example, he is compared with angels—the most powerful and transcendent beings most of us can imagine—and they come up short.)  What he has accomplished and is still presently achieving in the eternal sanctuary enables us to be perfect and holy.  Therefore we are challenged repeatedly by the author to believe this message we hear and respond to it, so we can be.

Instead of gazing inwardly upon my sad, sinful self, Lord, train me to gaze on you and thus, through you, to see the glory of God.

Someone Who REALLY Understands
Hebrews 2

Hebrews 2:18

“Since he himself has gone through suffering and temptation, he is able to help us when we are being tempted.”


“What do you know about it?”, persons in great pain and misery sometimes throw back in the face of those who are trying to console them.  The rejection is especially acute if the one offering solace has never been through similar misery herself.  “How can you tell me ‘Everything is going to be all right’ or ‘It’s really not as bad as it seems’?  You don’t know anything about this!”


On the other hand, someone who has actually experienced that which the sufferer is presently enduring innately senses what needs to be done or said—or left unsaid.  That is exactly what kind of person, what kind of comforter, Jesus is.  He was made “in every respect like us.”  He himself has suffered, just as we do, he himself has been tempted, just as we are.  This is why he is able to help us so effectively—because he has been through and understands whatever painful, dreadful situation we may face: even death.


Though we moderns are mystified by the ubiquitous references in Hebrews to Jesus’ “high priesthood,” here the key to that ancient institution is revealed.  He is able to minister as “our merciful and faithful High Priest” precisely because he went through suffering and temptation and therefore understands both those afflictions and us.  So, says the writer, he is able to help us, when we are being tempted, and he offers a perfect sacrifice that obliterates sin, when we fall.

Lord, since you are holy and perfect I am used to thinking of you as somewhat inaccessible.  It’s going to take some getting used to, to realize that you actually did suffer temptation as I do, and that you understand what hurts.

A Hard Heart Makes One Deaf
Hebrews 3

Hebrews 3:15

Never forget the warning: “Today you must listen to his voice.  Don’t harden your hearts against him as Israel did when they rebelled.”

What a privilege, that God would speak to us, make himself heard in our hearts!  Those outside the community of believers consider such a phenomenon absurd, unbelievable, an imagined fantasy that would suggest the person recounting it get psychiatric care.  But most followers of Jesus cheerfully testify that it has happened to them;  some experience God’s speaking presence often.


Some skeptics, and some sincere but dubious believers as well, immediately evoke the inherent problem of whether it really is the voice of God we’re hearing, or just our own wishful thinking—or the aftermath of that artichoke pizza we had last night while watching some late movie on the hotel room TV.  The real problem, however, is and always has been that even when we know God has spoken to us we fallen humans have a tendency to harden our hearts and not listen to the quiet and gentle but supremely authoritative voice when it addresses us.  It’s not that we don’t know whether God has spoken to us or not, it’s that we don’t want to conform to what he reveals when he does speak.


Hebrews warns every subsequent generation reading his tome not to follow the example of the Israelites on the verge of entering the Promised Land, who missed out because they did not listen to God.  Not once, but three times he repeats, “Today you must listen to his voice.”  Evidently it’s an urgent matter.  We’d better pay attention.

Lord, I realize this is not a matter of proving to anyone else that you have spoken;  it’s between you and me, whether I listen to you.  When you speak, help me to respond.

Radical Heart Surgery
Hebrew 4

Hebrews 4:12

For the Word of God is full of living power.  It is sharper than the sharpest knife, cutting deep into our innermost thoughts and desires.  It exposes us for what we really are.


Most of us would just as soon avoid the surgeon’s amphitheatre if we can.  When faced with a choice between taking some pills or else undergoing surgery, we eschew the radical solution if at all possible.  The thought of a sharp knife cutting down, down, down into our internal organs makes us queasy.

Similarly, we often avoid the most effective cure for our spiritual sicknesses, perhaps without realizing it.  Our biggest problem, the author of Hebrews explains, is hardness of heart, so that even when God speaks to us, we don’t listen.  He tells us that the cure for that sclerosis of the heart is the very Word of God itself.


The Word, he says, is like a scalpel.  It strips away the calloused outer layers of flesh and passes through those defenses that we build up to protect ourselves from interference from God, and it goes straight down into the tender heart.  The razor-sharp Word penetrates with astonishing accuracy right to the very core of our being, “exposing us for what we really are.”  The sharp knife is not, as some translations would imply, a death-dealing executioner’s sword.  God has no interest in slaying us.  It is an instrument of healing.  Its purposes are curative, not punitive.  The process of exposing and eradicating the root of our spiritual illness may indeed be painful for awhile, but the result is health and wholeness.

Sure, nobody likes the pain of surgery, but wouldn’t you rather be well?

A Vulnerable Representative
Hebrews 5

Hebrews 5:2

Because he is human, he is able to deal gently with the people, though they are ignorant and wayward.  For he is subject to the same weaknesses they have.


Jesus is not Superman.  Though we recognize and appreciate his supernatural powers, we do not often recognize and appreciate his vulnerability.  Apart from Herod’s foiled attack on the infant Jesus, we don’t remember many real threats to his life, until the day he voluntarily laid it down.


But those who lived closer to the historical Jesus, like the writer of the book of Hebrews, were impressed very much by his human susceptibility.  He knew what it was to be hungry, and tired, and cross with your friends.  He knew what it was to anticipate with fear and loathing an approaching and unavoidable destiny that was horrible and gruesome.  The gospel writers, reflecting the memories of eyewitness disciples, made special mention of those human weaknesses that showed him to be a normal human being—his thirsting, his curt remarks to thick-headed followers, his cries of agony, his falling to the ground, exhausted, under the weight of the cross he carried.


Hebrews, reflecting on Jesus’ sufferings, sees them as the very means by which God perfected him to be the high priest we all need.  Like the ideal high priest portrayed by Hebrews, this man who represents us before God can deal gently with even the stupid and the rebellious, because he intimately understands the foibles of human existence.  It’s comforting to know that the one person who stands between us and the perfect justice of God knows exactly what it feels like to be human.

Lord Jesus, I’m glad you’re like me;  well, I know you never sinned, but you do know what a difficult and painful thing life can be for a human being.  That makes you more “approachable” and that’s just what this writer keeps calling me to do, to “approach” you.

When Is “A Fresh Start” Really Just an Old Habit?
Hebrews 6

Hebrews 6:1

So let us stop going over the basics of Christianity again and again.  Let us go on instead and become mature in our understanding.  Surely we don’t need to start all over again with the importance of turning away from evil deeds and placing our faith in God.


Start all over again?  Indeed not!  When Jesus said “Follow me” to his disciples, and to us, he did not mean to do so in cycles, with breaks, time-outs, and spiritual sabbaticals in between periods of zeal and commitment.  Nor did he expect them to need to go back to square one every few months like penalized pieces of a board game, and start the process all over again.


Yet surprisingly many people do begin their Christian walk over and over again with the most basic baby steps of faith.  At a boisterous party where hundreds of inebriated young people were rocking and writhing to the pounding beat, one friendly fellow overheard several of us talking about spiritual matters, and he leaned in close and confided boozily, “I’ve been saved eleven times!”, then reeled off to party on.  It was funny at the moment, and someone even muttered, “Looks like you’ll need a number twelve after tonight!”  But really, there’s nothing funny about someone thinking that the Christian life is a perpetual series of start-overs.


The writer of Hebrews is appalled at the arrested development of the people to whom he is writing.  By this time you should be teaching others, he fumes, yet here you are like babes in the nursery still.  You are meant for better things, he says to them and to us.  So let’s move forward, into deeper matters, not just begin over and over again at the starting point.

How long will I keep thinking it is “normal” to glide into sin, then pick myself up and start over?  The scriptures say to turn away from evil and have faith in God.  Having done that, what is next?

Alive Forever:  Does It Make a Difference?

Hebrews 7

Hebrews 7:25

Therefore he is able, once and forever, to save everyone who comes to God through him.  He lives forever to plead with God on their behalf.


The Bible is full of stories in which as long as the principal holy man was alive, the people of God walked circumspectly and did what they were supposed to do.  But, the accounts tell us, no sooner would the mainstay of the nation pass from the scene but the others would fall right back into devoting themselves to sin and debauchery.  The book of Judges, in particular, is built around this pattern, but it repeats itself all down through Israelite history.

When a leader of integrity is alive and active and can by his spiritual authority inspire, influence, guide, and mandate righteousness among his people, all is well.  But when he’s gone, it’s usually Katie-bar-the-door: a moral free-for-all.  But what if the leader were to continue on and on, without ever ending his moral influence?


That is precisely what Hebrews says about Jesus’ ongoing priesthood.  Because he has already suffered—and conquered—death, he never will die again.  Therefore, the priestly work he does—standing before God in our defense, pleading on our behalf on the basis of his blood offered once and for all time, the perfect sacrifice—will never cease.  Because Jesus is alive forevermore, you don’t have to worry that maybe this time you’ve gone too far, or that perhaps there isn’t enough merit to cover your spiritual debts.  On the other hand, however, because he is ever living we also must not take sin lightly;  we are, rather, motivated to live rightly.

Does my awareness that Jesus is alive and interceding constantly on my behalf lead me to be lax and lethargic . . . or brimming with energy to serve him with enthusiasm?

The Word of God Internalized:  It’s a Promise

Hebrews 8

Hebrews 8:10

But this is the new covenant I will make with the people of Israel on that day, says the Lord:  I will put my laws in their minds so they will understand them, and I will write them on their hearts so they will obey them.  I will be their God, and they will be my people.


What Jesus inaugurated with his blood is the authentic covenant that God had intended all along for his people.  Since the time of Moses they had experienced a sort of mock-up model of the real covenant.   Moses, to be sure, copied it with scrupulous care from the glimpse God gave him into heaven’s portals.  But it was only a facsimile, nevertheless.


After letting the Israelite nation experience for centuries their inability to fulfill God’s stringent requirements, God brought that stage of his preparation to a close.  But he did not nullify the old covenant until he had promised (through Jeremiah, whom our writer is quoting in Hebrews 8) that he was going to make a new, a far better, covenant.  The essential difference between the two is that under the old arrangement, the copied laws were “out there,” written on stone tablets and held in safe-keeping by the priestly hierarchy, whereas in the new covenant God writes his laws in our hearts and minds, so we all understand them.  Hebrews says Jesus has fulfilled that promise.


When you read the Old Testament, you notice that even important people like King Saul refer to “your God” when talking to spiritual leaders like Samuel, a tacit admission of the distance many “lay people” felt from the person of God.  But under the new covenant established through Jesus, he is “our God” and we are his people.  His word, written upon our hearts, is his word to us.

If I understand rightly, Lord, this means that what I read in your Word becomes part of my own very being.  It’s no longer “out there” but is now “in here,” and will stay with me when I close this book, and go out the door.

The Perfect Sacrifice Offering
Hebrews 9

Hebrews 9:14

Just think how much more the blood of Christ will purify our hearts from deeds that lead to death so that we can worship the living God.  For by the power of the eternal Spirit, Christ offered himself to God as a perfect sacrifice for our sins.


These are among the most sobering verses of the entire Scriptures.  There is no place here for glib folly or facetious remarks.  We stand in hushed awe looking on as Christ, empowered by the Holy Spirit, offers himself in the eternal Sanctuary to God, as a perfect and acceptable sacrifice.  Yet this is not a matter of exclusive interest to the three members of the divine Trinity there present.  What Jesus does as he bears his own life blood into the heavenly tabernacle has direct effect upon you and me.


We already know Jesus “paid for our sins” with his death.  But Hebrews says more.  The blood of Christ, he explains, is much more efficacious than the blood of all the other animal sacrifices offered down through the years, because all they could do was cover over the sin.  They couldn’t cleanse the consciences of those who had committed the sins.  Jesus Christ’s blood actually purifies our heart, washes away the sin that resides there, and sets us up to begin to worship with clear, unblemished consciences.  We are not just forgiven, we are made clean, made whole, renewed, consecrated to God, by the sprinkled blood of Jesus.


Each time we come back to this eternal truth, celebrated perpetually in heaven’s Holy Place, we are soberly reminded that we have been purified from deeds that led to death.  So we are free to worship without hindrance, regret, or disgrace.  Jesus’ sacrifice was not just adequate;  it is perfect.

All I can do, Lord Jesus, is watch you offering yourself to God, and realize that when he accepts your offering, he is accepting me, whose conscience and heart you purify with your blood.

What Are You All Cleaned Up For Anyway?
Hebrews 10

Hebrews 10:22

Let us go right into the presence of God, with true hearts fully trusting him.  For our evil consciences have been sprinkled with Christ’s blood to make us clean, and our bodies have been washed with pure water.


 Once Christ has sprinkled us with his blood, cleansed us, and made us acceptable, where do we go from there?  Why, deeper into God’s presence, of course.  That’s why he cleaned us up in the first place, so we could approach him without shame or unbecoming stains upon us.


Sometimes, though, we act like the purification we receive from Jesus is primarily to prepare us to go back into the world.  Like a dusty cowboy come into town for his once-a-year bath, who then saunters over to the local saloon smelling of lilac cologne and grinning at the girls, we emerge from our cleansing and without a second thought go right back out into the wide world where we were soiled in the first place.  It doesn’t make sense . . .


. . . but we do it often.  Knowing we need forgiveness we go to Jesus, where we get it.  But once acquired, that pardon is like a cancelled speeding ticket, which we—relieved—gratefully stick in our pocket as we hop into our car, rev it up, and recklessly zoom off again.


Instead, Hebrews urges, since God has gone to all this trouble to strip off the filth that caked our souls so we can come closer to him, we should linger and do so.  He makes us clean specifically so that we can enjoy fellowship with him, our hearts lifted high in gladness, unselfconsciously at ease in his pure presence.  Once cleansed, let’s stay awhile.

I guess I’m used to thinking that forgiveness is all about me.  Now I realize that it has more to do with being presentable and worthy to approach, and spend time with, you.

Living As Strangers in the Land
Hebrews 11
Hebrews 11:13

All these faithful ones died without receiving what God had promised them, but they saw it all from a distance and welcomed the promises of God.  They agreed that they were no more than foreigners and nomads here on earth.


“This world is not my home, I’m just a-passin’ through,” go the words of the familiar old spiritual.  That seems to most of us like a nice placebo for those who are unsuccessful or misfortunate in this world.  For those who can’t make it in this competitive marketplace, the next best thing is to dismiss the present reality and set their hopes instead on “pie in the sky by and by,” an attitude we find repugnant and are disdainful towards those who hold it.


But the figures mentioned by Hebrews in this context were all rich, competent, and powerful.  Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph—there’s not a loser among them.  It is they whom Hebrews cites when he says they deliberately lived as foreigners and nomads on this earth, holding very lightly their grip on this life and looking intently towards the promises of God.  They and many other “heroes of faith” are held up for our admiration and emulation precisely because they eschewed loyalty to the visible world and considered themselves citizens of God’s heavenly kingdom instead.  They lived by faith, not by sight.


What would that mean for you to live that way?  How would what you do today be different from normal procedures and protocols if you were intensely conscious that you are no more than a foreigner passing through this world, on your way to a much better, a wonderful, home country that God himself is preparing for you?

Lord, give me a more focused vision of that promised far country so that I can shift my loyalties, which, frankly, right now are more settled on what I can see around me.

And The Winner Is . . . . 
Hebrews 12

Hebrews 12:2

We do this [run with endurance the race that God has set before us] by keeping our eyes on Jesus, on whom our faith depends from start to finish.  He was willing to die a shameful death on the cross because of the joy he knew would be his afterward.  Now he is seated in the place of highest honor beside God’s throne in heaven.


In today’s world of lax promiscuity and a credit-driven economy, almost no one remembers what Delayed Gratification is.  Our fathers’ generation—and nearly all the others since the beginning of time—understood that many of the things one wants most in life cannot be had easily or instantly.  Any mature adult knows that usually there is prolonged waiting and toiling before our heart’s desire is achieved.  Sometimes, yes, there is even more: perseverance and even suffering must be undergone in order to win the prize.


Our spiritual pilgrimage is like an endurance race, the writer tells us, a race so wearying that many times we feel like simply giving up and quitting.  The only way to make it, to keep running all the way through to the end, is to keep our eyes fixed on Jesus, who runs before us setting the pace.  Not only does he demonstrate that it is possible to complete this race and win it, he models the successful overcoming of a worst-case scenario.  In order to be crowned victor, Jesus not only had to endure the normal difficulties of the race, but he also had to endure suffering, abuse from competitors, and shame, on his way to crossing the finish line.


That’s when he was honored.  Those of us who are undisciplined and accustomed to instant gratification can only stay in this race and win it if we keep our eyes, always, on Jesus, “on whom our faith depends from start to finish.”

Once more I am reminded today, Lord, as I have been several times reading Hebrews, that you know exactly how hard the road is on which I am running.  You have already covered this lap of the race, and won, so I can too.

Do I Have To?
Hebrews 13

Hebrews 13:17

Obey your spiritual leaders and do what they say.  Their work is to watch over our souls, and they know they are accountable to God.  Give them reason to do this joyfully and not with sorrow.  That would certainly not be for your benefit.


The only thing worse than having to submit to a leader . . . is being a leader yourself.  North Americans, particularly, have a real anathema about obeying someone—anyone!—else.  Almost every movie or TV story features an overbearing ogre in the role of authority figure, and the storyline inevitably concludes successfully by the hero or heroine disobeying the rules and thus triumphing over the repressive authority crushing them down.  “Hooray for independence and nonconformity!”  Given that kind of atmosphere, it is much harder to act as a leader than to have to submit to one.


Hebrews counsels his readers to obey those whom God has placed over them, for their own good.  He recognizes that the task of the leader is very difficult, even sorrowful, because the spiritual leader is caught between two very powerful forces.  He is accountable to God for the souls of his people, yet he is pressured by those very people, who tend to be rebellious against authority just as a matter of principle!


It would be of no benefit to you, Hebrews tells us, for the leaders to have to force you to compliance.  That would be a sorrowful task for them.  Rather, he urges, humbly obey them voluntarily.  Their motive is to please God, and they actually get great joy out of seeing you prosper spiritually.  So, make it easy on them . . . and on yourselves.  Do what they tell you to do.

Lord, I recognize that I am one ornery, stubborn-headed mule, like everyone else around me.  Replace this hard-headedness with a soft and humble heart that will obey those you’ve placed over me in spiritual authority for my own good.

Chosen for Special Favor

First Peter 1

1 Peter 1:2

God the Father chose you long ago, and the Spirit has made you holy.  As a result, you have obeyed Jesus Christ and are cleansed by his blood.  May you have more and more of God’s special favor and wonderful peace.


Do you ever feel like the specially-chosen winner in one of those contests where the sponsors of the event select one participant and then shower the lucky contestant with gifts and rewards?  Probably not;  most of us go through our humdrum day-to-day routines with no particular sense of being selected for special favor and generosity by some altruistic benefactor.  Yet Peter’s opening words in this letter announce “You have been selected . . . by almighty God himself!”


Peter tells us God the Father chose us, the Spirit set us apart from worldliness and enables us to obey: Jesus Christ, who cleanses us with his blood.  This is one of the few places in Scripture where all three members of the Trinity are named together, each distinguished from the others by the particularity of his work in our behalf.  Without being glib, it reminds one of those old folk tales about elves who would come during the night and do impossible tasks for some poor peasant overwhelmed by his duties or debts—Peter says the three persons of the Godhead work for us, doing what we cannot do ourselves, and showering us with favor.


Later Peter expands on those blessings.  He evokes an incredible treasure already on deposit in the Bank of Heaven, salvation from the perils of this world, and life everlasting in the presence of Jesus.  Our challenge is that to inherit all these “prizes” we have to keep believing in what we do not yet see.

How must God feel about me, if all three members of the Trinity are hard at work in my behalf?  Do I really love Jesus, though I’ve never seen him?  If I’ve been specially selected by GOD for special favor, how shall I celebrate?

A Living Temple, In Which We Serve
First Peter 2

1 Peter 2:5

And now God is building you, as living stones, into his spiritual temple.  What’s more, you are God’s holy priests, who offer the spiritual sacrifices that please him because of Jesus Christ.


Peter encapsulates in one single verse the double-whammy passive and active aspects of the Christian life.  We are being built by God into a spiritual edifice for his glory and praise, and we ourselves have an active role to play therein, offering service that pleases him.  He does the design and construction, putting us as living elements together like many-colored fragments of stained glass, to form a beautiful mosaic.  We, then, go about our daily lives, offering everything we do as “priestly service” unto God in this living temple.


To omit either emphasis is error.  Some overemphasize the grace of God and his action in our behalf, to the point of unfruitful passivity.  Others—usually more numerous—work like scurrying ants, trying to achieve spiritual benefit through their own efforts.  Both ways of conducting the Christian life are lopsided.  Peter’s image balances two aspects of truth.


To which side do you tend to lean?  Do you relish contemplating the glorious beauty of the finished work of Christ . . . but sometimes neglect to put on your “priestly robes” and serve him today?  Or do you hustle around working up a sweat doing “kingdom work” without stopping from time to time to appreciate the architect and his vision of the temple he is constructing?  Or, are you perhaps one of the many who haven’t yet realized that you are a priest, and that everything you do can be offered to God as a “spiritual sacrifice” that pleases him?

Lord, help me to consider every thing I do today as my “sacrificial offering” to you, in thanksgiving for your choosing me as one of your living stones with which you are building your temple.

How Do You Respond to Nasty People?
First Peter 3

1 Peter 3:9

Don’t repay evil for evil.  Don’t retaliate when people say unkind things about you.  Instead, pay them back with a blessing.  That is what God wants you to do, and he will bless you for it.


What could be more counter-intuitive than this piece of advice?  Respond to those who attack you verbally by blessing them and saying nice, kindly things in return?  Every molecule of our being is charged with readiness to retaliate and meet aggression with aggression.  We don’t even have to stop and think or plan what to say;  if merely jostled, our cup floweth over—with vitriolic eloquence.


As with every other difficult command he gives out, Peter points to the example of Jesus, who did that very thing, and says, “There’s your model.  Copy him.”


But what is perhaps more motivating is that Peter goes to some length to explain how God promises actually to bless people who do this counter-intuitive business of returning kindness for insult, sweetness of speech for rancor, blessing for animosity.  He watches over those who do right, especially when wrong is being done to them.  He listens sympathetically to our complaints addressed to him (instead of to the person intending to harm us).  He rewards those who keep their peace, and their tongue reined in, when assailed from malicious antagonists.


Is it easier for you not to respond in kind when attacked verbally, if you know that God will actually reward you for doing so?  He promises “a happy life and good days” to those who keep their tongues from speaking evil. Though he admits living at peace with others is “hard work,” Peter reiterates several times that God will repay you amply for it.

Are there individuals from whom you can expect bitter words today?  If so, perhaps you’d better prepare your heart ahead of time.  In any case, we can prepare for the worst, even if unexpected, for in this world we’re likely to hear some trash talk anyway.

Keep On Keeping On
First Peter 4

1 Peter 4:19

So if you are suffering according to God’s will, keep on doing what is right, and trust yourself to the God who made you, for he will never fail you.


In every chapter of First Peter he discusses suffering that Christians normally experience as we follow Christ and imitate him.  It is the one constant thread that runs throughout the discourse.  Here he urges sufferers to do two things:  keep on doing what is right, and trust God not to fail you.


Sound advice . . . but easier said than done.  Let’s face it, when we are suffering, the natural reaction is to put some distance between ourselves and whatever is causing the disturbance.  Scientific experiments with creatures like worms and snails consistently demonstrate that even living beings of minimal intelligence automatically move away from pain and seek to avoid it.  So by no means does it feel natural that when we suffer, even according to God’s will, we should keep right on doing whatever brought on the persecution.  Nor is it all that easy to trust God, who willed us to be in that situation in the first place!


But two considerations compel us to “keep doing what is right.”  As Peter says elsewhere, there’s no value in suffering for doing wrong, so if we’re going to suffer anyway, let it be for doing right.  Second, as the apostle Paul also argued, the God to whom you entrust yourself is “the God who made you”;  he has the right to do with what he made whatever he purposes to do.  So, since you are his creation, trust him to do right with what is his own.

I’m not used to thinking of myself as having been created for your particular purposes, Lord.  I’m more accustomed to thinking of you as being there for my purposes.  Help me to trust you, and to keep doing what is right, when I suffer because I am doing what you will.

First Peter 5

1 Peter 5:10

In his kindness God called you to his eternal glory by means of Jesus Christ.  After you have suffered a little while, he will restore, support, and strengthen you, and he will place you on a firm foundation.


Almost every adventure movie contains a scene where someone is dangling helplessly over an abyss, desperately hoping another person will rescue him or her, and the only thing the imperiled person can do is what the other, active, rescuing, person keeps shouting for him to do: “Hold on! ”  This is Peter’s message from beginning to end of his little book.  Hold on, deliverance is coming.


He never once denies the normality and frequency of pain and suffering in the believer’s life, as some contemporary media personalities do.  Rather, he openly acknowledges that suffering, pain, shame, and abuse are part and parcel of the life of all who follow Jesus, just as they were inherent in his life.  But he promises that this will only be a stage, a temporary phase of our walk with Christ, and that far better things are in store for us afterwards.


The theme of his entire book is ‘out of weakness and testing come strength and glory.’  Here near the end Peter piles up verbs on top of one another promising that after you have suffered a little while, God himself will “restore, support, strengthen, and establish you upon a firm foundation.”  Peter’s words echo, perhaps, what the Master said to him one dark night, something about, “you’re about to go through some bitter failure, but after you’ve recovered, strengthen your brothers.”  You can trust Peter’s counsel, then.  He obviously knows what he is talking about, and isn’t just blowing smoke.

Lord, I like to read about all that great stuff you’re going to do for me later.  But please strengthen me now, so that I can persevere and hold on during the test itself.
No Excuses:  We’ve Got Everything We Need

Second Peter 1

2 Peter 1:3

As we know Jesus better, his divine power gives us everything we need for living a godly life.  He has called us to receive his own glory and goodness!


Peter knew Jesus better, perhaps, than any other human being ever knew him.  He walked all over with him for three years, eating what the lady helpers (or occasionally Jesus himself!) provided, and sleeping wherever they found themselves at night.  On certain occasions when Jesus would leave everyone else behind he would call Peter, James, and John to come along with him, the only persons to see some things that no one else witnessed.  Peter alludes to some of these in this letter.


But though he knew Jesus as a man, Peter calls him “God” in the first two verses of his book, perhaps twice, and in this third verse refers to his “divine power.”  This is one of the few places in Scripture where Jesus’ divinity is so blatantly asserted, and by one who knew him well.  But what is striking about that divine power here is that he assures us that we have access to it.


Christianity is not a mere matter of imitating Christ’s example (a major theme of Peter’s first letter).  It’s a matter of knowing him more and more.  We are not on our own to live up to the high standards God has put before us.  The better we know him the more of that divine life we have.  In fact, Peter tells us, Christ has given us everything we need to live—there it is again—a godly life.  He avers we literally share in the divine nature (verse 4).

Lord, I’m conscious of a great distance that separates you and me, not just in space but in our two very different natures.  This sets the bar a lot higher than I’m used to, to know that you expect me, by knowing Jesus better, to become more godly myself.

Actually Worse Off Than Before
Second Peter 2

2 Peter 2:20

And when people escape from the wicked ways of the world by learning about our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ and then get tangled up with sin and become its slave again, they are worse off than before.


Ahh, what a relief, to escape a dark, fetid environment, and leave its infected, putrid odors behind.  Come out into the brightness and light of the open sky, and feel fresh breezes of clean, pure air upon your face.  Breathe in deeply and gratefully . . . but then turn and duck back down afterwards into that dank dark dungeon again—does it make sense?


Of course not;  yet Peter stops us short by reminding us that this is precisely what some people do.  Having known the liberating joy of following Jesus up out of the foul stench of their captivity to sin, they later willingly return to that horrible entanglement, under a pretext of freedom.  Encouraged by false teachers who are themselves enslaved to sin, they return to the way of life from which Jesus had already freed them “like a dog returns to vomit, like a washed pig to its mud hole.”


If you can read this description without shivering in apprehension, you may be in even worse shape than you think.  But if this chapter of the Bible makes you stop and quake in your boots, and with sincere trembling awe you are forced to examine yourself carefully and be ready to face very serious reproof, that’s actually good!  It means the Spirit of God is still at work in you.

Have you allowed yourself recently to toy with some sin that you know in the past was enslaving to you?  Do you delude yourself by thinking, “Christ has set me free, so now this won’t be a problem for me like it used to be.  I’m free!”  If this sounds like how you’ve been thinking, stop and read this chapter again.  

But Who Gets the Last Laugh?

Second Peter 3

2 Peter 3:3

First I want to remind you that in the last days there will be scoffers who will laugh at the truth and do every evil thing they desire.


Being laughed at is one of the bitterest experiences a person can undergo.  From early childhood, through grade school, high school, even after that in adult life, the memory of your peers laughing at you in spite or derision is one of the more painful events most of us have experienced.  It sometimes leaves a wound that doesn’t heal for years.  No wonder we all dread the possibility that it will happen again, and resourcefully seek every way we can to avoid attracting critical, and especially scornful, attention to ourselves.


We worry over whether our clothing might elicit negative notice;  we are mortified if a thoughtless remark or an unconsidered opinion slips our lips and provokes a guffaw or a more lengthy sarcastic response from those around us.  How much more vulnerable are our most cherished values and beliefs.


The devil knows this, and uses our fear of being laughed at against us.  Since the Christian life is above all a life of believing in the unseen, we can be sure that what the enemy of our souls will attack is that very life of faith.  One of his stronger weapons is the threat of scornful laughter;  so, Peter warns us ahead of time, be ready.  Don’t be surprised, but rather be prepared for the inevitable scoffers who will laugh at what you believe.  But their ignorance need not cause you embarrassment.  You know the truth.  They are the ones who are going to look very foolish one day.

Lord, help me to be ready, and not caught off guard, when that which you have revealed to us about your judgment of the world is mocked and laughed at.  Above all, help me to fix my own eyes on your coming, in order to live a holy, godly life in anticipation of it.
102   -- Traveler’s Devotional NT
writer:  Gene R. Smillie


