Commitment #3: God’s Word will govern my life


As we move into commitment 3 we come to our first major hurdle. Up till now I have been giving you information upon which the life of a disciple is built. It is what we have been accustomed to in our religious circles. We gather for Bible study or a topical study built upon the Bible. We listen to someone present their findings and opinions in an organized and persuasive manner. We may take notes or just listen or just take a study guide made available. We gain new information, maybe even consider if we should live differently, but return back to our routine way of life with nothing more than new information. That is what we called A-wareness and R-ecall, remember? Moving beyond new information requires an intentional effort on our part. We must put effort into wrestling with our U-nderstanding and then C-onvictions. The vast majority of church school classes and study groups never take this next step. We never ask, “What relevance does these teachings have for my life?” We are content to pass around our information but never put it to use in our lives. In case you do not remember that was just what Jesus condemned the Pharisees for doing. They had all the right rituals, sacred information and even spiritual facade but none of the ways God had intended for His people.


We have counted the cost. We reaffirmed Jesus as God’s Son. We have just spent four weeks reviewing how our lives are much more than just an earthly “walk in the park.” So what! That is what most use to define us as Christians. But being a disciple is much more than possessing the correct information or religious forms. Disciples are “followers” not just intellectual and academic possessors of the correct facts. Did not Jesus say, "If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.” Luke 9:23 (NIV) We can profess a soft and easy belief in Christ as God’s Son and the Bible as God’s Word to us but if we want to be one of Christ’s people we “must” put self’s desires aside, walk in submission to God and live following the example and teachings of Jesus Himself.


Yes I am pressing hard here because here is the fork in the road. We can either look for new information and stay the same or seriously consider what Jesus is teaching us and change our priorities and actions accordingly. This commitment is our dividing line. Many can quote the Bible and even proclaim it to be without any error. Yet they disregard its teachings when living from day to day. I call you, beg you and pray for you that you will start here with this commitment to work toward putting into action what we are learning. Otherwise we are no better than the demons. “You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that-- and shudder.” James 2:19 (NIV) Our union with God rests upon our surrender to Christ as Lord! Examine the Scriptures and see that Jesus called us to submit to Him as Lord. That is the evidence of our belief in Jesus being God’s Son. James presses hard on that. It is still true today. If Jesus is God’s Son then we are fools to just acknowledge that and not bow in submission to Him. Now is the time to bow and start changing your life to live out His teachings.

It’s God’s Design for Us


Our very first lesson was on the authority of Scripture. We began it with an acronym that gave us the progression of learning. That is learning that goes beyond information and into practical application. If the aim of our discipleship journey is to imitate and live following Christ’s example and teachings then we must progress in our learning experience to the practical. Dr. Bruce Powers was a professor at Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary when I attended. He has authored several books focused on making our religious education more practical. I begin this lesson with a diagram he uses to illustrate how our methodology has to change if our focus is on being practical, that is obeying what we learn. Over many years he examined and participated in small group studies and classroom teaching. He also served as a Minister of Education for many years. Look closely at what he shows us about our method being useful for only certain aspects of the learning process. I use this to help you understand why our lesson plans are now changing.


Dr. Bruce Powers: Growing Faith, Broadman Press, 1982, pg. 81

Methods used during teaching:

Your Aim:


Your method:


Examples:
Knowledge


Presentation


Lecture, (w/ outline)



(Discovering new information)

Research, Q & A


If your aim is to increase the knowledge of your students then your method should be Presentation. As you see above lecturing is the most used method. It is simply passing along more information to the students. If you think about it reading a book is much the same. Watching a video study is again another way of making a presentation. Research causes someone to look for and retain knowledge discovered. Question and Answer is another way to imprint the information to be gained. I find this disturbing as a pastor. Our Sunday sermon and weekly Bible studies all have the same format, lecture/preaching with or without media aids. I grew disturbed as a preacher because I knew that preaching was a more persuasive form of lecturing and the chance of my listeners actually applying my message was next to none. I am not disregarding the convicting power of the Holy Spirit. Worship is a unique moment. Many lives have experienced change in those holy moments. However take note that most of church studies, (Sunday School, Bible studies, small group studies and more), are all lecture oriented. If we honestly want to see lives changed by the teachings of Christ we must use another method. But many just use the same method while hoping for a different result.

Your Aim:


Your method:


Examples:
Attitude



Interaction



discussion



(Developing new thinking)



Role-playing


If our aim is to alter our student’s Attitude, way of perceiving and relating to others, we must move away from presentation and into Interaction. I do not consider myself unique or different from others. My learning process that leads to changes in my life starts with new information but moves into an inner and external conversation. I have to think through and work through the application of what I am studying. It is usually with a friend that I talk out my thoughts and allow them to be my proverbial sounding board. Seldom do I make any significant changes in the way I think or act unless I work through the implication of a new idea. Is it different for you?


The problem in the church is that worship, Bible school classes and many of our studies are built upon a presentation. Interaction takes time and often moments of conflicting ideas. It is uncomfortable for most teachers and few feel the time discussing some idea justifies the time allowed for the class or study. Unless I am just odd we all need to work through new ideas. Conversation is essential, whether internal or external. Change takes time. A new topic, passage or concept each hour of study doesn’t allow time for us to process the concept and formulate a plan for implementing it into our lives. Here is where the small group movement had its greatest opportunity. In the more relaxed environment and less demanding time frame interaction could be a real experience in the process of learning. It could be role-playing, case studies, open-ended questions or other ways of bringing out our thoughts and feelings so we can own them and work through them.

Your Aim:


Your method:


Examples:
Skill




Performance


Demonstration



(Doing a new thing)




Workshop, Simulate


The final step of taking a new idea into present action is to perform it. Once we have accepted a teaching, worked through how we are expected by God to implement it into our daily living, the final step is doing it. Here is where we need coaching and encouragement to begin a new way of living. Many times it is a new skill that needs to be learned or practiced. If that is the aim of a lesson then Performance is the method for accomplishing it. Performance is simply acting it out. Demonstration is where we see a new way being lived in the life of another person. It may be with a video or in a controlled environment where the skill is practiced. Whatever the situation we are acting out what we will latter make a persistent part of our living. Many have experienced this in seminars focused on witnessing. Others use it in seminars of dealing with conflict or many other topics. Here we are simply walking into a new way by developing confidence and familiarity.


These differing methods are all needed in our spiritual life. But no one method will accomplish all desired results. Therefore we must participate in different experiences to grow as a disciple. I would never suggest abandoning quality preaching or teaching. But it must be supplemented with small group interaction to become practical. And when needed new skills may require a workshop approach to help us change our pattern or habit.


My point for this lengthy lecture is that first we need to know what we are seeking to accomplish and then use the best method for achieving that result. Second you will see me shifting my method throughout the remainder of this journey. We will sometimes still use the fill-in the blanks. But you will often be challenged to respond to open-ended questions and thought questions to promote conversation and thinking. Why, to help push you beyond information and into understanding and then conviction. I am serious because I believe Jesus is serious about our placing His teachings into practice.

NOTE: If you are using this manual in a self-guided journey let me impress upon you the absolute necessity of getting with someone else to verbalize and sound out the concepts being discussed. Please do not stop with a greater awareness about what it means to be a disciple. Go to work being a disciple. Interaction is essential to understand and develop convictions that will mold your living into becoming like our Master, the Lord Jesus Christ.

Mt. Ebal and Mt. Gerizim






Deut. 27-28 


Joshua fulfilled Moses’ command


Joshua 8:30-35


The alter from Deborah’s time


Each king had to make a copy of the Torah
Deut. 17:14-20


The account of Mt. Ebal and Mt. Gerizim is one of the Bible’s great stories. Moses gave the Israelites this command from the LORD before ever reaching the Promised Land. Spend some time walking slowly through Deuteronomy 27 and 28. The Israelites were to confirm their devotion and obedience to God by gathering on each mountainside facing each other. Joshua who was Moses’ aid knew all about this command. He became the leader who would lead the Israelites into the Promised Land. By his strong devotion to God he led the people to many victories and through many struggles. Once the many wars ceased Joshua was determined to prepare those who had followed him to now walk faithfully with God. In obedience to what God told the Israelites to do Joshua called for a national convocation at the foot of Mt. Ebal and Mt. Gerizim.


An Israeli archeologist set out to disprove this story and give greater reason for his disbelief in the Exodus account as real. He led his team to the foot of these two mountains and began his search. The team soon discovered an ancient alter site but it only dated back to the time Deborah, one of the later judges. Something caused them to look more carefully though they didn’t want to disrupt the discovery. Upon further investigation another alter was found under the present site. I was dated to be from the time of Joshua. The archeologist became a believer.


As you read this passage you see how God encouraged and warned His people that if they would obey His law He would bless them and if they forsook His law He would curse them. Joshua took God’s warning serious. Once the conquest was completed he reaffirmed for the nation the necessity of obeying the law of God. Though we have no record of it Deborah must have done the same thing during here time of leadership over Israel.


In Deuteronomy 17 we discover a practice that would be well for our President and congressional leaders to follow. Way before the Israelites ever considered having a king God set in place a practical reminder of the king’s accountability to Him. Whenever a king was to take office he was to take the Law of Moses and personally make a hand copy of it by himself. Verse 18 makes it clear that God considered His law that important. A king’s first act in office was to make a personal copy of God’s laws for living.


So now let’s contemplate what this information means.

Why were the Israelites to gather at Mount Ebal and Gerizim?


We know the facts from Deuteronomy and Joshua but what was behind them. God’s purpose was more than just a test of fulfilling what He had spoken years earlier. As we contemplate God’s purpose we begin to realize God’ purpose is still the same today. Though we may not meet at Mt. Ebal and Mt. Gerizim we do join in worship Sunday after Sunday. But why? For many it is the right or religious thing to do. Many do so devotedly as an expression of their sincerity of faith. There are many other reasons for gathering in our churches as well. But what is the reason for our preaching, teaching, singing and praying. Like the Israelites we must understand that God is calling us to obedience. Unlike the Israelites we have the very words of Jesus Himself. How much more important are they than the words of Moses? Yet we like the Israelites stand before great possibilities and on many achievements. If we do not walk carefully and cautiously we too will busy ourselves with life only to depart from the word God has given us. And then comes the curses. Will we not choose God’s blessings instead?

Why such a long list of curses and blessings?


Let’s be honest. Most of us avoid the long genealogical lists found in Scripture. In several places in the Old Testament and two of the Gospels we have a long ancestral list. Here in Deuteronomy the list seems to go on forever. I find it hard to picture the Israelites standing opposite one another and shouting out the blessings and the curses. Wouldn’t you find such boring? But there was a purpose. It is called imprinting. Repetition is one tool for memorizing. Though this wasn’t just repetition it is a redundant continuation of curses and blessings that would impress upon the Israelites’ minds God’s demand for their obedience. They would return home remembering, if not specific things, the overwhelming word from God that obedience would be blessed and disobedience would be cursed.

What was God’s intent for this special worship activity?


I haven’t found any accounts or mention of this meeting being repeated. What is clear is that this was a special moment in the life of these Egyptian refugees. They had heard the stories of God’s unbelievable work to free their grandparents and parents. They have witnessed and experienced God amazing miracles that gave them possession of this land. Now the battles were over. No more would the nation fight as one people. No more would they routinely gather and see God do miracles as during the time of Moses and now their aging leader Joshua. From here they would disperse to their tribal lands and build communities for their future. Would their peace and prosperity lead to curses or blessings? We read later in Judges, First and Second Samuel, Kings and Chronicles that it was curses. They enjoyed God’s prosperity and favor only to abandon His law living in disobedience. They had been warned and reminded of the grave price disobedience would bring. Still they gave in to self’s desires rather than God’s ways.


Their gathering was to be a launching point for a life of submission and obedience to God. Is it any different for us? You are on this journey because you feel moved by God’s Spirit to obey Him. No you do not know what will be required or what struggles and sacrifices you will have to make. However, you do understand that just as it was in the time of Joshua so it is today, to obey God is to be promised God’s blessings and to disobey God is to be promised His curses. I call you again to abandon the information laden faith and embrace Christ’s call to “Come follow me.”

Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount



Matthew 5-7


The closing warning




Matthew 7:24-27


The Sermon on the Mount is the most concise account of Jesus’ teachings. Three chapters long and covering many different topics. Let’s start at the finish because it will help us look more seriously as what Jesus said.


Jesus closed out this lengthy sermon with a stern warning. It is the familiar story of the wise man and the foolish man. Notice that all was the same in each man’s life except for one thing. The wise man chose to live by God’s Word. The foolish man chose to ignore God’s directions and live as he wanted to live. The end result was that the man establishing his life on what God tells us to do was able to withstand the struggles and heartaches of life. The man ignoring God’s Word crumbled under the pressure. Do you see the reason for this familiar image? Jesus after speaking many words with authority concludes his sermon with a strong warning and powerful invitation. If we ignore what He is teaching us we will crumble under life’s pressures. But, if we surrender in obedience to Him we will find strength, courage and wisdom to rise victorious over the difficulties of life. So are you going to admire the stories and be intrigued by His teachings or are we ready to take His instructions seriously. That is what this commitment is all about. I am trying to draw you out of a religious experience that has little practical implication in your living. I am striving to lead you into a spiritual experience with Christ that will change the way you think and live so as to be in harmony with Christ Jesus.

To whom was this sermon addressed?
5:1-2


Look carefully at chapter 5 verses 1-2. The great debate is “Who is them?” Verse 1 tells us that great crowds were all about Jesus. Therefore Jesus went up on a mountain and sat down, the traditional posture of the teacher. Verse 2 says that His disciples came to Him. Are the crowds considered His disciples? I do believe “disciples” are more than the twelve. This takes place before all the twelve are assembled and before He selects the twelve as apostles. My point is that those who Jesus taught were His disciples. The Sermon on the Mount was a lengthy foundation of what following Christ would be. Like Moses Jesus brought down from the mountain the Word of God. Like Joshua Jesus gathered the people on the mountainside and challenged them to live in obedience to God. He even started His sermon with a list of blessings. This is much more than neat little stories and suggestive ideas for living a better life, this is the way to live in harmony with God. Disciples have that as their goal.
How did Jesus speak with authority?

7:29


In chapter 7 verse 29 we are told that the people were amazed at how Jesus taught with “authority.” What did that statement mean? Jesus was doing more than sharing an alternative view. He was speaking in a tone much different than an unsure interpretation of Scriptures. He was more confident than those the people were accustomed to hearing. He was speaking as if He had the authority to tell them how they had to live in order to be accepted by God. Did He? Does He still today? If so I must take serious what He said.

Could this be a new Torah?

5:17, 21, 27, 31, 33, 38, 43


The Torah was the laws of Moses. This collection was the social, theological and spiritual foundation for the nation Israel. Moses received from God His instructions for His people. The Ten Commandments and the details of the tabernacle as well as the rituals of sacrifice and cleansings were kept tenaciously. Until the arrival of Jesus all teachings had to be based on the Torah. But notice the phrase Jesus used through chapter 5. I will not recite each occurrence listed in your study guide. In verse 17 Jesus states plainly that He does not intent to “abolish” the Torah but instead to “fulfill” it. And then He says time after time, “You have heard that it was said… But I tell you…” You can look at each reference I have listed for you. Does He have the authority to do that? Can He refer to what Moses taught the people and was passed down for hundreds of years and then say, “But I tell you?” Only if Jesus is greater than Moses can he do that. And, is what He is telling the people to become the new foundation upon which our living is to be built? His closing image and directive says just that as we have already seen. Whether we accept the Sermon on the Mount as a new Torah or not is superficial. The reality is that Jesus brought us the fulfillment of the Torah by teaching us how God wants His people to live. Not in contradiction to the laws given to Moses but with a better understanding because of the teachings of Jesus.


So now we are brought face to face with the necessity of actually living the way Jesus has taught us. Church is important and I attend weekly even though I am no long preaching weekly. But, our church participation is no more a substitute for living in harmony with God than the Israelite worship was. Jesus spoke with authority and you can be sure He will hold us accountable to what He has said. Think it through for yourself.

A Choice I must Make


Life is a series of choices followed by consequences or rewards. Our spiritual life is much the same. Unlike our earthly living, however, our spiritual choices and their results are not as easily noticed. We often disregard the consequences of poor spiritual choices with bad luck, hard times or a number of other convenient excuses. We also live our lives without immediate chastisement from God and assume our choices are of no harm. We are often blinded by Satan, 2 Corinthians 4:4, and do not see the coming results of our spiritual decisions.


A disciple takes seriously our spiritual existence and the results they bring. It is the work of a disciple to learn God’s instructions and make choices that highly regard what God has revealed to us. This, however, is not the norm for Christians. Therefore this lesson seeks to open our eyes to the reality of our choosing the spiritual pathway we follow. We can select it, follow the crowd, default to our human nature or rebel against God’s enlightenment of the harm and benefit of our choice making. Here you are called to take your daily choices seriously and commit yourself to choose to follow the instructions God’s Word gives us.

Daniel’s diet









Daniel 1


How serious did Daniel take God’s Word?


Read Daniel chapter 1. Take note of how Daniel was displaced into a foreign country and culture. He was one of the fortunate. Chosen as a potential member of the king’s court Daniel was prepared with all the luxuries of that time. His diet was most concerning to him. He took was well versed in the teachings of the Scriptures and what was eaten was specifically addressed in the laws of Moses. Daniel was left with a costly decision. If he refused to eat what was given to him he could be removed or even killed. Yet in obedience to the Scriptures he asked his coach to allow him to abstain from the wine and the forbidden foods. He proposed a test to show the coach that God’s diet was superior to the Babylonian diet. The result was that the test proved the Jewish diet made those eating accordingly healthier and stronger than those eating the king’s food.


Daniel took a serious risk in refusing the king’s food. He also led his three Jewish companions to stand upon their spiritual teachings with him. That would be important in the test the three Hebrew companions would face next. Our question for contemplation is in regard to the seriousness of Daniel in living obediently to God’s Word. How would you rate Daniel? What are your reasons for the rating you give him?

The three Hebrew boys






Daniel 3


How did God’s Word affect their decision?


Daniel’s companions faced a life or death decision without Daniel in chapter 3. Here we see that the king set’s up a statue of gold and required everyone, no exceptions made, to bow in worship of it. This was no subtle spiritual diversion. It was a bold and clear confrontation with the Scriptures of the Hebrew people. Moses made it clear many times. It was forever etched in the Ten Commandments. “You shall have no other gods before me.” (Exodus 20:3) This may leave room for lesser gods in the English. In the Hebrew language is clear and uncloudy. God forbid His people to have any other gods alongside, underneath, within your life or besides the one true God. No confusion! So the three Hebrew men were left with a harsh choice. If they obeyed the Scriptures they would face the fiery furnace. If they bowed to the image they would be denying their faith. Compromise would have allowed them to save their lives by bowing superficially to the image and seeking God’s forgiveness and understanding for their action. What would you have chosen?


In a bold declaration of that which is more important than life they chose to stand when all others bowed to the image. And as threatened they were taken before the king and given one last chance to save their lives. But for these sincere Hebrews it was just another opportunity to openly declare their sincerity in worshiping God. Remember that we know the conclusion of the story but they weren’t so sure. Take note of their final statement to the king.


Daniel 3:16-17 “Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego replied to the king, "O Nebuchadnezzar, we do not need to defend ourselves before you in this matter. If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to save us from it, and he will rescue us from your hand, O king.” (NIV) Since we know how this turns out we would applaud the three Hebrews for such a confidence and boldness in representing God. But I think the real boldness and sincerity of their faith is seen in verse 18.


“But even if he does not, we want you to know, O king, that we will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up." (NIV) Here is where I shout, “Go boys go!” They had no assurance that the flames would not kill them. After all, many they knew had died at the hands of the Babylonians and other bold standings. But here they make clear and plain that they would live by the Scriptures even if it cost them their lives. There is where we seek compromise or forgiveness for “necessary” sin. They made a choice because they believed their God was worth dieing to serve. And remember this is before we have the heavenly hope. Is God’s Word anywhere close to being than important to us? If we are Jesus’ disciple it must become so.

Jesus our ultimate example

For the Christian there is no example superior to Jesus Christ. If we believe Him to be God in the flesh then His life and teachings cannot be ignored. So I turn your focus to His life. Let’s look at some selective areas of His living and teachings to challenge us to consider the importance of God’s Word in our daily lives.


In facing human nature





Matt. 4:1-11



How can Satan use human nature against us?


Matthew’s Gospel gives us a detailed account of Jesus great temptations. This immediately follows Jesus’ baptism by John. Jesus is led, don’t overlook that, by the Spirit into the wilderness. The desert was a place of intense solitude, lifelessness, uncomfortable surroundings and hardship. It was here that Jesus came to be proven faithful to the Father or permissive toward Himself.


To say He was hungry after 40 days of fasting is a huge understatement. I am unable to understand Jesus’ mental, physical, emotional and psychological condition after such a stressful time. It is at that point that Satan comes with the most self-satisfying offers. Jesus had the power to turn stones into bread. He could have turned them into lamb chops for lunch each day for that matter. However he was establishing His devotion to His Father and setting the course for the remainder of His short earthly life.


In each of these temptations notice the reason for which Jesus refuses them. In each of the three we find, “…it is written…” Where is it written, in the laws of Moses! Jesus, unlike most of us, was not unfamiliar with the Old Testament writings. He had accepted them as the guide for determining how the Father demands His children to live. In each temptation Jesus was enticed to contradict the “written” way for life by doing something more pleasing, more convenient, even more spectacular. But in each Jesus chose the way of what was “written” and rejected any alternative way.


In religious activities






Luke 19:45-46



Are biblical roots important in church life?



I have been to many seminars, retreats and listened to many personal ideas on how churches should conduct themselves in our modern society. I have been trained on business practices for planning and organizing the church. I have also been guilty of trying many of these ignorant of their deceptive nature. They all seem proven and reasonable. But does Scripture support their use. It was to my shame and deep sorrow that I took so long to survey the Scriptures and view the church from God’s perspective instead of man’s perspective.


Here again we run into a familiar phrase, “It is written…” When Jesus enters the temple during His last week He does some serious housecleaning. But don’t miss his purpose. It wasn’t to be more successful or to reach more people, Jesus cleaned the temple to restore what the Father intended it to be. The buying, selling, exchanging of money and preparations for worshiping God was to be done outside the temple. It was all necessary, but God consecrated the temple for worship. Jesus for one day returned the temple to it original roots in God’s instructions.


In life’s directions







Luke 18:31



Is God’s Word a valid life compass?


It can be very amusing to here people tell you how they reached their final choice. It is greatly disheartening to here Christians explain why they have chosen to make the choices they have made. My heart breaks as I see we who are to live loyal and devoted to Christ using human nature, cultural norms and the justification of “They all do it!” to guide our choices.


Jesus has been breaking the bad news to His disciples but they have not been grasping it. Their idea of a Messianic reign on earth in which they would be honored and powerful leaders was completely false. They were headed for persecution and struggle. Jesus was headed for rejection from those who should have known what the Father was doing. They studied the writings of Moses and the Prophets. Why did Jesus know the path that lay before Him? Don’t take the easy answer, “Well He was God, He had to know.”


Here Luke points to why Jesus was teaching His disciples about what lay ahead. “…and everything that is written by the prophets about the Son of Man will be fulfilled.” Jesus knew about His coming rejection and crucifixion not because He was God, but because He knew what was written in the Prophets. And, rather than seek some other way He surrendered Himself to the Father as it had been revealed hundred of years earlier.


In unwanted experiences





Matt. 26:36-39



Must we obey at the cost of serious losses?


The Garden of Gethsemane has a special place in my life due to a previous illness. As I read this passage I see afresh the pain and natural resistance in Jesus to fulfill the Father’s will. Yet here in the garden Jesus would make His final affirmation of doing whatever the Father has willed regardless of personal loss or suffering. The human side of Christ cried out for the avoidance of what He saw just ahead. But stronger was the spiritual determination to do the will of the Father. So in one last moment of desperation Jesus asks the Father if this is really the choice He, the Father, has chosen for Him, Jesus. With God’s choice confirmed Jesus made his choice, to obey the Father with all His strength.


Now would come the injustice. Now would begin the agony that grew till His death on the cross. Here the course was accepted with passion and unrelenting pursuit. There in the garden all other options were dismissed and devotion to obey the Father would rise above all costs. Are you ready to follow this example? Most of us think such a sacrifice is reserved for Jesus. But I remind you that the apostle James, the first to be martyred, didn’t. Peter, John, Paul, and the early Christians by the multitudes did not. They all gave their life in sacrifice in obedience and devotion to God’s will. Oh how soft we the modern church has become. Forgive us Lord!

The Apostles acted on God’s Word


I hope that by now you are experiencing two spiritual experiences. One is the convicting power of the Holy Spirit to move us toward obedience to God. You began this journey with a commitment to read God’s Word each day. It is a foundational piece of discipleship. I hope that by now you better understand the necessity of being in God’s Word continually. If you allow Satan to lead you away from the Bible you lose the compass that gives us direction.


I also hope you are recognizing your way of life being much less than what God has planned for you. Much of our pain and struggle comes as the natural consequences of living in contradiction to God’s Word. This is the U-nderstand in our first lesson. Once we grasp our condition and see what God would rather give us we move toward C-onviction which pushes us to accept God’s plan. Let me remind you that this is about commitments, perception, attitude and behavioral changes, grounded in God’s Word.


Now let’s see some examples of how the original twelve disciples took seriously God’s Word. They lost much. They sacrificed much to a greater purpose. They endured much from those persecuting them for their unyielding devotion to Christ. They also chose carefully their actions to act according to the teachings of God’s Word.


They waited on the Holy Spirit



Acts 1:4-5, 14



Are we to look for directives in God’s Word?


In these first two verses we have a direct command from the risen Jesus. I would take that as God’s Word. His command was for the larger community of believers to stay put in Jerusalem until the Father sends upon them the Holy Spirit. So in obedience they restrain themselves from their exuberant joy and newfound spiritual revelation. They gathered in the temple to worship and in the upper room to pray.


Replacing of Judas






Acts 1:15-17, 20



Are Scriptures useful for guiding us?


Verse 14 tells us Jesus’ followers were faithful to seek God’s guidance through prayer. As they prayed Peter took the lead in guiding the disciples into filling the place of Judas. Notice that in verses15 and following how Peter uses Old Testament passages to validate the need to replace Judas and complete the twelve apostles. We will see that throughout the New Testament the disciples do not trust their own thought, opinions or rationalizations. Instead they returned to the Word of God for direction in living a life that would be pleasing to God.


Spoke as directed







Acts 4:18-20



Should we make Scripture our authority?



The question here is a no-brainer. But, it is a contemplation we must enter. In chapter 4 Peter and John are brought before the governmental authorities of the Jewish people. The two of them were convicted, even plead guilty, of telling others the new revelation given in Christ. The authorities saw this as harmful to the Jewish society. So they used all the pressure they had to persuade the disciples to stop. During the questioning they were allowed the opportunity to respond to the charges brought against them. Notice how Peter boldly declares what they are determined to do. And, note why they are doing this.


Peter boldly states that he is a believer in Jesus as the Christ. He also makes it clear that he must share this revelation. Does the Great Commission have any impact here? And Peter goes on to quote Scripture that spoke of the rejection of Christ even though He was the most important element in our worship of God. The disciples had been taught by Jesus to take serious the Scriptures. They were following His example.

The Berean church searched the Scriptures.

Acts 17:10-12


Oh that churches today would follow the Berean example. Paul is the missionary who brings the Good News of Jesus to Berea. He shares it with the Jewish worshipers first. Upon hearing this new teaching they do something most impressive. Unlike any other group to this point they search the Scriptures for themselves to see if Paul was speaking the truth. They confirmed that the Scriptures teach what Paul is saying and that Jesus should be accepted as the Messiah.


How seldom do we the Christian or collectively as the church bother to search the Scriptures before responding to teachings, patterns, organizational arrangements, etc. We usually rely on what others are doing, what we can rationalize through for ourselves, what notable figures tell us and other non-Scriptural ways. Disciples make the choice to discover what God has provided for us in the Scriptures. Begin a life-long journey of studying God’s Word for yourself.


I close this lesson with a question of conviction. You have looked at Old Testament figures, Jesus Christ, the apostles and a New Testament church. So now what do you choose? The journey of discipleship leads to the commitment of living according to God’s Word. There is simply no other way to follow our Lord and Savior. 

Will I chose the directions God has given me?

A Reality I must Accept

The reality of God’s predestining specific events is undeniable. We shall examine some of the Biblical evidence in this study. The difficulty is determining what in life is preset by God and how much of life is our free choice. Many theologians and spiritual leaders differ on how to deal with this reality. However, to deny that God predetermines events of His choosing is to ignore many references and experiences in the Bible.


The fact that certain events are already set by God is the focus of this study. The reality we all must accept is that God is in control and from time to time we will discover that things taking place in our lives was set by God long before we came to that place, God’s Word rules. As we walk through these Scriptures reflect upon your life and recognize how God’s Word is destined to come true. We can fight against it, deny it, rationalize that it is just coincidence or choose to not believe it. But the reality is still there. When God says something will happen it happens.


Where that comes home to us is that God has made clear to us what will happen after our earthly death. God has spoken clearly that our life on earth has a direct affect upon our eternal state. God has warned us of harm that will come if we choose to live certain ways. He has also told us of the rewards He will give us if we live pleasing to Him. But our society refuses to accept this reality. Yet, God gathers His “called out” ones. These are those believing and submitting to Christ. The New Testament makes it clear that our salvation is more an act of God selecting us than our deciding to accept God. Yes I know that is close to predestination but it is a reality. The Bible also makes it clear that we must respond by accepting Christ. But any sincere study of this topic will reveal that God is at work bringing into existence His destined will. Now let’s jump into this confusing but comforting reality of God’s control in our personal lives.

A reminder from God





Ezekiel 12:21-25


Ezekiel lived in a difficult time. Judah had been overrun by the Babylonians. Even worse was that they destroyed the temple and turned Jerusalem into rubble. Thousands of the Israelites were transported to Babylon. It is easy to understand how these displaced and confused people were disillusioned in their faith. The truth behind their disillusionment is a story for another time. There they sat in Babylon questioning God in their anger. Ezekiel, a prophet among them in Babylon, brings a word from God. These verses are a reminder to the Jewish people that God has not lost His ability to fulfill what He has spoken. Through the prophet Ezekiel God tells His people that He will speak and they will see Him fulfilling what was spoken. As we have already seen in Daniel, God had said that after 70 years the Jews would be sent back to Jerusalem. Some of their children would leave their aged parents and grandparents in Babylon and return to Jerusalem just as God had said.

I wonder how many knew of Daniel’s prophecy that the king would live like an animal for seven years. I am sure they heard the news about his wandering in the fields and eating grass like an animal. There were many more messages from God that were fulfilled in the sight of these disillusioned Jews.

God’s Word against Eli’s family
1 Kings 2:26-27 (1 Samuel 3:10-18, 4:12-18, 22:6-23)


If you look back at the life of Eli you will see a man greatly respected as God’s priest. He was the keeper of the tabernacle and served as a counselor, encourager and advocate for the people. He had two sons that followed their father. However, they were men of lesser character. Though they served as priests they were involved in many activities contrary to God’s law. As a result, as we will see, God rejected Eli’s family from serving as priest. Notice the comment made in 1 Kings 2:27. “So Solomon removed Abiathar from the priesthood of the LORD, fulfilling the word the LORD had spoken at Shiloh about the house of Eli.” (NIV) So what was done by King Solomon was foretold prior to his father, King David, or king Saul ever coming into power. Now let go back and review the story.


Eli had served as priest for many years. His two sons were now filling his place. The Scriptures tell us that they took advantage of the worshipers and demanded the part of their sacrifices and offerings that was to be given only to God. See 1 Samuel 2:12 and following for the details. As a result God sends a childless couple a son named Samuel. Hannah had promised the LORD that if He would allow her to have a child she would give him back to the LORD. True to her word she presented the young boy Samuel to Eli to serve in the Tabernacle.


It so happened one night that God chose to begin a personal relationship with Samuel. You may remember the story of how Samuel heard someone speaking to him. Thinking it was Eli he got up and came to Eli several times. Then Eli realized God was calling to Samuel. When Samuel returned to his bed and heard the voice once more he replied, “Speak, for your servant is listening.” And God shared with him how the family of Eli was going to be removed from the priesthood because of their sin. (1 Samuel 3:11-14)


In the next chapter we see that during one of the battles with the Philistines it was decided to take the Ark into battle as surely God would give them victory if the Ark of God was with them. To their great horror God let the Philistines defeat the Israelites and capture the Ark. That is another story you will want to read about. When the Ark was captured the two sons of Eli were killed. A messenger returned to Eli with the awful news. Upon hearing that the Ark was captured Eli fell backwards in his chair and broke his neck and died.


It is here that Samuel begins his long ministry as prophet and priest. He was priest to King Saul. But Eli had some grandsons. They served as priest in locations other than Samuel. When King David learned of Solomon’s brother Adonijah seeking to take the throne he quickly pronounced Solomon to follow him. Now Abiathar’s father and brothers were killed by King Saul when he, King Saul, learned about David getting help from his father and brothers who served as priests at Nob. Abiathar was the last of Eli’s family. He served David faithfully until Solomon was to become king. He sided with Solomon’s brother and sought to help him rise above Solomon. As a result Solomon removes Abiahar from the priesthood and does not kill him only because of his service to King David. As we have just seen God had said that He would remove all of Eli’s family from serving as priests. And Solomon was the final act in fulfilling God’s Word.

God’s Word through Jeremiah
2 Chronicles 36:22-23, Ezra 1:1-4


2 Chronicles 36:22 gives us another story of how God spoke in advance what would take place many years later. This time it was through the prophet Jeremiah. As Jerusalem was about to be destroyed by the Babylonian army Jeremiah revealed that God had said that the exile would only last 70 years. Verse 22 says that the act of King Cyrus to send the Jews back to Jerusalem to rebuild the temple was the fulfillment of Jeremiah’s prophecy. You can also look in the prophet Isaiah’s prophecy that states Cyrus would become king and be used of God to help God’s people. Isaiah came before Babylon was even a nation.


Immediately following 2 Chronicles is Ezra. His first verses reiterate this same understanding. God had stated long before the Israelites left Babylon that what was taking place was a divine declaration issued many years earlier.

God’s Word spoken through Ahijah
1 Kings 11:29-33, 12:12-15


Ahijah was a prophet from Shiloh. You might remember that was where the tabernacle was located and Eli served as priest there. Jeroboam was serving under Solomon as an influential official. One day he was met in the country by the prophet Ahijah. God had instructed Ahijah to make a new robe and go to meet Jeroboam at a predetermined place. Upon Jeroboam’s arrival Ahijah took off the new robe and tore it into twelve pieces representing the twelve tribes of Israel. Ahijah took ten of them and gave them to Jeroboam. His message was that God would tear ten tribes from Solomon’s son and give them to Jeroboam to rule.

Upon getting word of this Solomon sought to kill Jeroboam. (Here is a reminder of the uselessness of fighting against what God has proclaimed He will do.) Jeroboam fled to Egypt in fear of Solomon’s rage. Upon learning of Solomon’s death he returns and was welcomed by most in the kingdom. In a bitter dispute with Rehoboam who promised to be tougher than his father Solomon the ten northern tribes chose Jeroboam as their king and broke from the united kingdom of Israel. The rest of Jeroboam’s life is a sad story you need to read.

In Jesus’ life


We often hear during the Advent, or Christmas, season a number of things in the life of Jesus that were predetermined. Here is a short list of just some of the many things that were already set to take place in Jesus’ life from hundreds of years before His birth.


The virgin birth






Matthew 1:22-23


Matthew seems to be writing to Jews. He is extra careful to prove to the Jewish readers that Jesus was fulfilling the Old Testament prophesies about the Messiah. In chapter one we see Matthew stating, “All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet…” In other words God had told the Jews what to look for. They had been given, by the prophets, specifics that would identify the promised Messiah. Here is one, Jesus would be born of a virgin, or young girl. As we read the story of Mary and Joseph we learn of their young age and the miraculous conception and birth of a human being without any earthly father.


The Bethlehem birth





Matthew 2:4-6


The next preset event took place in Bethlehem. It was a small and easily overlooked village not far from Jerusalem. But, as Matthew recounts the prophets had relayed God’s message that the Messiah would be born in that particular village. Remember the census that forced Joseph to travel from Nazareth to Bethlehem. It just so happened that the census coincided with Mary’s giving birth to Jesus. Can you see God at work?


The infant slaughter





Matthew 2:16-18


It is an ugly blemish on the Christmas story. The calm and joy of the coming Savior is shattered by an unbelievable event. The Shepherds have come and gone. The Magi have now come in search of a new king as revealed to them in a new star they had been following. They first assume the present king would know of the new king’s birth so they visited Herod. With trickery Herod seeks to use them to locate and then kill the threat. When a search is done the religious leaders return with this comment, “In Bethlehem…for this is what the prophet has written…” Nothing new just the fulfilling of what had been revealed many, many years earlier. When the Magi secretly return without notifying Herod, his fight against what God had said would happen went into a rage. He ordered his soldiers to go to Bethlehem and kill all the children that were of the age the Magi were seeking. It is here that Matthew tells us that this was already determined by God. He points us to Jeremiah the prophet and quotes a part of his prophecy of a coming horror. Are you getting the message that resisting God’s Word is useless?


A Nazarene







Matthew 2:21-23


Just prior to Herod’s massacre an angel had told Joseph to flee to Egypt. Once Herod was dead Joseph was again told by an angel to return to Israel. When he learned that Herod’s son was the ruler He went to a village in Galilee called Nazareth. But did you know that living in Nazareth was another part of God’s predetermined plan? “So was fulfilled what was said through the prophets: ‘He will be called a Nazarene.’” No “happenstance” and no coincidence. The trip to Bethlehem, the virgin’s birth, the infant slaughter and return to Nazareth was all set in place hundreds of years earlier. Look around yourself with a little more awareness of God’s hand at work.


Death and Resurrection




Luke 24:25-27


From Advent we move into Easter. Many observe a season called Lent that leads worshipers up to Easter with a more focused spiritual journey. As we approach Easter we remember the suffering and crucifixion of Jesus. On Easter Sunday we celebrate Jesus’ resurrection and gift of eternal life through a faith in Him.


There is one event just following Jesus’ resurrection that I have often wished to have been there. Some of the followers of Jesus’ were traveling from Jerusalem to Emmaus. They were dejected and disappointed about what had taken place to Jesus. They had believed in Him as the Messiah but with His death all their belief was crushed. In gloominess they slowly plotted the familiar road. They were met by Jesus, but kept from recognizing Him. He had joined them on the journey. A conversation followed in which they shared their sadness with this new companion. And then the unrecognized companion shares with them what they had been overlooking.


“He said to them, "How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?" And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself.” Oh to have heard Jesus share the many prophetic utterings about what would take place in His life. I often read the Bible wondering what Jesus shared with these heavyhearted followers. Again is the confirmation that so much of Jesus’ life was preset. The more Jesus learned about the Law of Moses and the prophets the more He knew what would be taking place in His life. Do we recognize what God has determined in our lives?

Paul to be imprisoned






Acts 21:10-11

Paul to stand before Caesar




Acts 27:21-25


In what may have been the closing years of Paul’s life we see again how God has set in place certain events in the lives of His children. Paul was in a hurry to get to Jerusalem for an annual Jewish celebration. As we come into Acts 21 we see that what God unveils to him is not a pleasant trip. Paul had been given prophecies all along about a coming suffering when he came to Jerusalem. Undeterred Paul pushes ahead. When he reached Caesarea, his last stop before Jerusalem, he is approached by a prophet named Agabus. Agabus takes Paul’s belt, ties his own hands and feet together and says, “The Holy Spirit says, ‘In this way the Jews of Jerusalem will bind the owner of this belt and will hand him over to the Gentiles.’”


Paul continued to Jerusalem and shortly after being there was caught in a mistaken assumption. While participating in a Jewish vow to demonstrate his respect for Judaism Paul was accused of bringing one of his Gentile companions into the court forbidden to Gentiles in the temple area with him. This led to a mob action and Paul was kept from harm by the Roman soldiers. He was chained and imprisoned and later moved to Caesarea for his protection. No surprise, right?


During a mock trial Paul made an appeal to be heard before Caesar. This was his right as a Roman citizen. Had he not have had this option he would have been given back to the Jewish leaders to be killed. So now, on his way to Rome, he was on an “everything goes wrong” voyage. At the worst point he and the others adrift at sea were blown by the stormy wind and tossed by the high waves. In Acts 27 we see Paul give a bold declaration to the crew and passengers. He tells them that his God sent an angel to him during the night and assured him that he must stand before Caesar. In an act of mercy God would spare the lives of all the others with Paul’s. As you know the boat runs ashore just off the coast of Crete. All are able to get to shore safely. Paul is even protected from the venom of a poisonous snake’s bite. Acts closes with Paul reaching Rome and awaiting his trial before the Emperor. I wonder how many times Paul remembered the words Christ spoke to Ananias following his Damascus road experience, “Go! This man is my chosen instrument to carry my name before the Gentiles and their kings…” And so here Paul has already testified before king Agrippa and is now to stand before the emperor himself.


As you continue in your daily Bible readings you will see other examples of what God says is what is. I encourage your contemplation with the following open ended questions.

How do we experience God’s judgmental Word?
Gal. 6:7-8, Roman 10:8-11


This question is focused upon the reality that if God has said that there will be penalty for certain actions then you can rest assured it will come. In Galatians Paul affirms that our choices and actions all have consequences. If we think we can sin and escape God’s promised judgment we are only fooling ourselves. Though God’s judgment isn’t always immediate or recognized it will come and the destructive nature of rebellion will occur. In Romans we get a look at the opposite side. Here we see God’s judgment of acceptance. Paul is here quoting a passage from Deuteronomy and Isaiah. Both point to the acceptance by God of those who surrender to the lordship of Christ. Paul is affirming that what God said centuries before is still a reality today. He uses these verses to encourage his readers to stand strong in a faith that Jesus is God’s Son and the true source of eternal hope. So now think about how you and I experience God’s condemning judgment and His receiving judgment. Think of how God has already told us what will happen as a result of our choices and actions.

How do we fulfill God’s predetermined Word?


Romans 8:29-30, Eph. 2:10, 1 Cor. 12:7-11


I challenge you to reflect upon how God has already preset certain things to take place in your life. I am no great theologian. There is much about the idea of “foreknew” that I do not grasp. But this passage makes clear that God has already set for us the pathway we are to take. We are “…to be conformed to the likeness of his Son.” Many of us fight against it and pay a heavy price for rebelling against what God has destined for us. The next verse gives a progression of God’s work in many of our lives. We who are predestined to be like Christ are called to be God’s people. God is doing the calling to which we surrender. And being called we are “justified” or made acceptable in God’s sight. Then following our being justified we are “glorified.” In many places in the New Testament you will see the work of God that is perceived as human choice. The truth is that God is doing more to make us His than we realize. The Bible reveals to us ways God is working cooperatively and individually in our lives. Many of our choices are in reality the fulfilling of God’s determined will upon our lives. Can you identify any of these in your walk with Christ?

God intended for humans to live according to His Word!

 
I am not ready to say that everything that happens is predestined. But I am aware that the Bible makes it clear that God wants all to be saved and wants all to live by His directions. God did not make obedience to the Bible optional. It is mandatory! More about that later.

God gives us a choice to obey or reject His Word!


Along side the reality that many things were predetermined to happen is the reality that God created us with the ability and responsibility to make choices. From Genesis to Revelation we are confronted with making choices and being held accountable for those choices. It is not predestination or free will. Both are in the Bible and clearly presented to us. Our spiritual journey will experience both. We cannot blame God for our disobedience and we cannot seek self-honor for living obediently. God’s Word is before us and we must choose to release its power in our lives.

God speaks of the future and it will be fulfilled!


In conclusion to our study on how God’s Word will govern my life recognize that God has the power to make certain that His chosen plan will take place. We can fight against God’s authority, we can reject the demands of the Scriptures and we can live in defiance of what God tells us but He is still in control. If he determines specific thing to take place they will. If he allows us freedom to choose we are held responsible. The future though unknown to us is no surprise to God. As we live we will discover that much of our living is the fulfilling of what God determined in and around us. May God’s Word govern our lives by our submission, not God’s unstoppable power.
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