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We Americans are very religious people. Over 90% of us believe in
God. Over two thirds of us belong to a church or other house of worship.
But surveys show that we don’t know a lot about our religion or the great
religions of the world. These devotions are designed to help. I imagine
you’ll see how much you already know, but I also hope you’ll learn a few
things along the way. As the Apostle Peter once wrote, “Add to your faith .
. . knowledge.”

Literacy refers to the ability to use a language – to know what words
mean, to be able to use grammar, sentence structure, to be able to
converse in that language is to be literate.
Religious literacy means having the ability to understand and speak
about our faith intelligently. It’s the ability to communicate the basic tenets
of our religion.
I’m very grateful to Boston University Professor Stephen Prothero for
his excellent book, “Religious Literacy: What Every American Needs to
Know and Doesn’t.” Dr. Prothero’s book, along with my desire to teach the
faith, served as the inspiration for this effort.
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Abba

The great religions of the world seek to answer various questions about God and life. Buddhism strives
to answer the question of human suffering and how to transcend it (Enlightenment). Islam seeks to
answer the question - what does God ask of us? What does it mean to be obedient to God? (the Five
Pillars of Islam) At its core Christianity seeks to answer these questions: what is the nature of God and
how can one be in relationship with God? That brings us to our first word in this Christian Literacy
Project - Abba.
In Jesus’ day Abba was one of the first words that a little child would learn. It’s Aramaic for “Daddy.”
It’s also the word Jesus used for God. In fact, it’s accurate to translate the Lord’s Prayer, “Our Daddy
who art in heaven.” How would that sound on Sunday morning?
How can we relate to our Creator? Well, it’s a whole lot easier if we think of our God as Jesus did, as
Abba. As a warm, tender, loving parent.
Thought for the day: God loves you like a Daddy loves.
Question: How would your prayer life be different if you truly believed that God looks at you the way
a loving parent looks at their young child?
Prayer: Thank you, God, for your incredible, unconditional love. Amen.
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Adam & Eve

Let me start by asking you a few questions about the Bible: Does it matter to you if there was never a
real Prodigal Son and that Jesus’ parable might simply be that, a story? Or how about the Good
Samaritan? Does it matter that the story is factual and historical, or is the truth of the story deeper than
that?
To me those parables are true whether they’re “true” or not. The same is true for Adam & Eve. I used
to try and harmonize them with evolution. Perhaps they’re the Missing Link? Some scholars place
them in the Upper Paleolithic era. Is that when we became the soul-filled humans we are today? On the
other hand, maybe Genesis 2 is a parable?
Genesis Chapter 1 is a poem - "In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth." Think of the
rhythm of that incredible, divinely inspired masterpiece. Many scholars believe that it had a different
author than Genesis Chapter 2, which is a narrative, a story, the story of Adam & Eve. The two
chapters use different names for God (Elohim, “God” in Ch. 1, Adonai, “Lord” in Ch. 2). The view
common among scholars today is that the Bible gives us two creation stories. It’s such a big event - the
creation of the world - that one account just couldn’t do it justice. After all it takes 4 gospels to tell us
about the life of Jesus.
The problem with the historical question is it gets us off task. If you believe that Adam & Eve is
historical you still have to ask, “What’s the point?” And if you believe it’s a parable you ask the very
same question. So, what’s the point?
The point is that you and I were created to walk with God. However, we are prone to wander and rebel.
Yet God is always calling us back "Adam, where are you?" God knew. It was Adam who needed to be
reminded. It’s also a story about personal responsibility and not passing the buck. After The Fall
(Adam & Eve’s rebellion, eating the forbidden fruit), Eve blames the serpent ("The serpent deceived
me!") and Adam blames Eve and God ("It's that woman that You gave me!").
But ultimately we’re the responsible ones - responsible to ourselves, to each other and to God. And
we’re responsible for our own relationship with God. It’s up to us. We’re Adam and Eve.
How true is that?
Thought for the day: You were created to walk with God.
Question: Are you taking responsibility for that?
Prayer: Thank you, God, that you created us to have fellowship with you. Amen.
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Advent

I have a friend who does all his Christmas shopping on Christmas Eve. He says he finds the challenge
exhilarating. While I can appreciate the adrenaline rush, I prefer to plan ahead. I’m not fanatical about
it but I start thinking about gifts before Thanksgiving. I spread out my Christmas preparations over 4 6 weeks. I like it that way.
I think it’s best to prepare spiritually for Christmas in the same way. It’s too big of an event to just get
started on Christmas Eve. That’s why we have Advent. Advent means “coming” or “arrival.” It’s the
season that helps us prepare for the advent of our Lord, both his first and second comings. Advent is
the first season in the church year. It begins on the 4th Sunday prior to Christmas.
Advent is a season of prayer and reflection, of time of pondering like Mary. We focus more on our
relationship with God. Often a devotional guide is a part. We light candles on the Advent wreath at
church and maybe even at home. We reflect on the gifts that Christ brings to us - hope, peace, joy and
love. We wait and prepare for the Light of Christ is be born in us anew.
Prayer: Help me to spiritually prepare for Christmas. Amen.

Extra Credit
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The Advent Wreath is a German/Lutheran tradition that goes back to the 16 Century. It may have even
been used in pre-Christian times as a pre-winter symbol of hope - as the days grew shorter another
candle would be lit. The wreath, of course, is in the shape of a circle, a symbol of eternity. It’s made or
covered with evergreens, a symbol of God’s faithfulness to us (ever-green). Candles are lighted on the
four Sundays prior to Christmas, with the Christ candle lit on Christmas Eve or Christmas Day to
celebrate the gift of Christ, the Light of the World.
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Angels

“I’m not an overly spiritual person,” she said, “but I’ll tell you what - it had to have been an angel!”
My friend was trying to get her ailing husband out of their car and then up some stairs. He was very
weak. She was trying to assist him and still carry the important papers needed for their appointment.
Suddenly a large man was at their side. He got on the other side of her husband and helped him up the
stairs and through the door. As her husband caught his breath inside the building, she stepped outside
to thank the man and he was gone. She looked both ways and there was no where he could have
disappeared to. That’s why she said it must have been an angel. I’ve never had such an experience but
I’ve talked to others who have, and who am I to deny the possibility?
As you know angels are prominent in the Bible. The word itself, angelos, means messenger. Angels
deliver God’s messages to people, such as to Joseph and Mary. In the Old Testament angels carry out
the work of God. “An angel of the Lord went before them and delivered them.” And in the book of
Revelation angels worship God with all the company of heaven. The idea of a Guardian Angel is found
only once in the Bible. In Matthew 18:10 Jesus says, “Take care that you do not despise one of these
little ones; for, I tell you, in heaven their angels continually see the face of my Father in
heaven.” Angels are spiritual beings. We don’t become one once we die. They are distinct creatures.
Apparently Satan was an angel who rebelled against God.
Well, that’s about all I know about angels. What do you think?
“All day, all night, angels watching over me, My Lord.”
Thought: Is it possible that there is a spiritual world all around us?
Question: Do you believe in angels?
Prayer: Dear God, help me live like one of your angels - carrying the message of your love, doing your
work and worshipping you in the heavenly places. Amen.
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P.S. According to artists through the years, many angels are apparently chubby.

Something else to look forward to in Heaven - no dieting.
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Apologetics
This is one of my favorite subjects - a·pol·o·get·ics.
The dictionary tells us that apologetics is a:
1. The branch of theology that is concerned with defending or proving the truth of Christian
doctrines.
2. Formal argumentation in defense of something, such as a position or system. The term comes from
the Greek word apologia, meaning the defense of a position against an attack, not from the English
word apology (Merriam-Webster dictionary).
Apologetics is not about proving that our faith is true beyond a shadow of a doubt. It’s about putting
forth evidence that suggests reliability and reasonableness. In my opinion there’s much more evidence
than most people realize.

For example, Jesus is mentioned a number of times outside of the New Testament. You might have
heard of the Jewish historian Flavius Josephus. He was born in the year 37 AD. He wrote this about
Jesus:
At this time there was a wise man who was called Jesus. And his conduct was good, and he was known
to be virtuous. And many people from among the Jews and other nations became his disciples. Pilate
condemned him to be crucified and to die. And those who had become his disciples did not abandon
his discipleship. They reported that he had appeared to them three days after his crucifixion and that
he was alive; accordingly, he was perhaps the Messiah concerning whom the prophets have recounted
wonders.
Roman writers in the early 2nd Century, such as Pliny the Younger and Suetonius, also wrote about
Jesus, as well as, a guy named Cornelius Tacitus, who wrote about “Christus,” the founder of a new
religious sect, who was put to death by Pontius Pilate.
In the Hebrew Talmud, we read that Jesus was conceived out of wedlock, gathered disciples, made
blasphemous claims about himself, and worked miracles, but these miracles are attributed to black
magic and not to God.
Here are some other topics of Apologetics:
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A. The reliability of the scriptures, especially the Gospels.
For example, in 1920 archaeologists discovered the oldest fragment of one of the Gospels that we have
to date. It’s called P52 and records John 18:31-33. What’s fascinating is that the discovery was made
in Egypt and the fragment dates to 125 AD. Think about that! By the year 125 AD, copies of the New
Testament had already made it to Egypt. This suggests First Century authorship of the Gospel and also
demonstrates how the four Gospels in our Bible gained authoritative status in the church very, very
early in the history of Christianity.
B. Evidences for the Resurrection
Early church writers claim that 11 out of the 12 disciples were martyred for preaching the Good News
of Christ’s life, death and resurrection. If they had made up the Resurrection of Christ, would they
have willingly died for a lie?
C. The Prophesies
The Old Testament predicts that the Messiah would be born in Jerusalem, to a young maiden/virgin,
ride into Jerusalem on a donkey and suffer an unjust death. Coincidences?
D. Archaeology
Archaeological discoveries have done much to demonstrate the accuracy of many passages of
scripture. There’s even an Archaeological Bible which notes the evidence that has been uncovered. For
example, for years scholars doubted the existence of Nazareth and believed it to be a fictional name.
Then in 2009 archaeologist dug it up. One of the more startling findings concerns the Battle of Jericho,
where “the walls came a-tumblin’ down.” In 1931 John Garstang, concluded: "As to the main fact,
then, there remains no doubt: the walls fell outwards so completely, the attackers would be able to
clamber up and over the ruins of the city." If an army had stormed the city, the walls would have most
likely collapsed inward. As Time Magazine put it, “Score One for the Bible.” And that’s the point.
Thought for the Day: The “Leap of Faith” may not be such a big leap after all.
Question: Do the evidences cited above strengthen your faith or not effect it at all?
Prayer: Strengthen my faith, O Lord. Add to my faith, knowledge and conviction. Amen.
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Ash Wednesday

I have to admit that I really like Ash Wednesday. “Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall
return.” What could make a day more special than a slogan like that?
Seriously though, there is a lot to be gained by facing our mortality. Isn’t that partly what makes life so
special? What would a baseball game be like if there wasn’t a 9th inning, and the game just went on
and on and on with no ending? It’s the 9th inning that makes all the innings meaningful. What would a
river be without banks? It’s the boundaries that give the river shape and character. Ash Wednesday
reminds us of our mortality and in doing so calls us to make our lives count by aligning our lives with
the eternal purposes of God.
In the Bible the sign of ashes is a mark of a repentant heart, a heart seeking God and God’s holiness.
In the famous book that bears his name, Job finally hears from God and then says, “I repent in dust
and ashes” (Job 42:5). The prophet Daniel recalled this: "I turned to the Lord God, pleading in
earnest prayer, with fasting, sackcloth and ashes" (Daniel 9:3). Jesus spoke of the practice
in Matthew 11:21 and Luke 10:13: “Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! For if the deeds of
power done in you had been done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago, sitting in
sackcloth and ashes.”
Thus, the mark of ashes, a symbol of someone devoting themselves to prayer and repentance, is the
perfect way to begin the season of Lent.
Of course, one of the primary purposes of Lent is to prepare ourselves to commemorate and celebrate
Holy Week. It’s quite a journey if you think about it. Lent begins with these words, “Remember that
you are dust and to dust you shall return,” but it ends with these words, “The Lord is Risen! He is
Risen Indeed!”

Prayer: Help me to grow in faith, hope, and love during this Lenten season. Help me to thoughtfully
receive the words of Ash Wednesday, so that I may more fully hear and receive the words of Easter. In
the name of Christ, the Crucified and Risen One. Amen.

Extra Credit:
"Marking"
These ashes that we wear across the brow of one brief day can bear us to
the brink of nothingness, remind us in their passing of the fleetingness
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of being and the emptiness that gapes beneath our shambling feet, may even
shake us loose for forty days from our belongingness to things, prepare us
then to meet, beyond the void, that flesh that hears the Word and sings
forever. Glory, glory, glory!
- J. Barrie Shepherd
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Atonement

At its core Christianity seeks to answer this question: how can I be reconciled to God?
It’s a legitimate question. How can I as an imperfect, flawed mortal approach the Infinite and Holy
One? How can we as spiritual descendants of Adam & Eve, prone like them to rebel against God’s
ways, find our way back to Eden and walk again in harmony with God?
Christianity answers this question with the concept of Atonement. The meaning of the word is apparent
within itself: “at-one-ment.” How can we be at one with God? How can we be reunited with our
Creator? Christianity’s answer: through the Atonement found in the life and death of Christ.
I Peter 3:18 - “Christ died for our sins, once and for all, in order to bring us to God.”
In this act of unconditional love, God has swallowed up our sins, and has therefore made us one with
our Creator once again. “Christ died for our sins in order to bring us to God.” That’s something we
can never totally understand this side of heaven - how God reconciled us by the Cross. But we can let
the sacrificial love shown at the Cross do its work and bring us to God.
There’s a theory about the Cross that CS Lewis liked. It’s called the “Moral Influence” theory. Brian
McLaren describes it this way:
“The cross demonstrates Jesus’ self-giving, his complete abandonment to God’s will, his complete
self-devotion for the sake of the world. Jesus’ death completes the whole message of his life; he makes
visible the self-giving love of God. When that sacrificial love touches us, we are changed internally . . .
so that we want to stop being selfish, and we want to join God in self-giving, beginning with giving
ourselves back to God, and leading us to give ourselves to our neighbors and the world, too. It’s as if
Jesus invites us into his self-giving. He gives himself to God, for the sake of the whole world, and he
invites us into his devotion, both to God and for the world.” (From The Story We Find Ourselves In, p.
105)
Thought: Christ did what we could not do ourselves - reconcile us to God.
Question: The Cross is the symbol of our faith. What is your understanding of the meaning and
mystery of the Cross?
Prayer: Thank You, Loving God, for reuniting us to Yourself, through the life, death and resurrection
of Christ. Amen.
“We have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; and he is the atoning sacrifice for
our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world. - I John 2:1b-2
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The Beatitudes

Jesus spoke the Beatitudes during his most famous message, The Sermon on the Mount. They’re found
in Matthew 5 and Luke 6. They describe virtues and experiences that are especially blessed by God.
William Barclay puts it this way:
“The greatness of the Beatitudes is that they are not wistful glimpses of some future beauty; they are
not even golden promises of some distant glory; they are triumphant shouts of bliss for a permanent
joy that nothing in the world can ever take away.”
Let’s take a look:
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
“Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.
“Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.
“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.
“Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.
“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.
“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.
“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
“Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you
falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in the same way
they persecuted the prophets who were before you.
Thought for the day: The Beatitudes express a present spiritual reality.
Question: Which is your favorite Beatitude, and which one do you struggle to understand?
Prayer Suggestion: Take one of the Beatitudes and meditate upon it, repeating in your mind allowing
each word to speak.
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Church of the Beatitudes is located near the site where it’s believed that Jesus preached the Sermon on
the Mount, just north of the Sea of Galilee.
Extra Credit:
Below are the Beatitudes from “The Message” Translation by Eugene Peterson:
"You're blessed when you're at the end of your rope. With less of you there is more of God and his rule.
"You're blessed when you feel you've lost what is most dear to you. Only then can you be embraced by
the One most dear to you.
"You're blessed when you're content with just who you are—no more, no less. That's the moment you
find yourselves proud owners of everything that can't be bought.
"You're blessed when you've worked up a good appetite for God. He's food and drink in the best meal
you'll ever eat.
"You're blessed when you care. At the moment of being 'care-full,' you find yourselves cared for.
"You're blessed when you get your inside world—your mind and heart—put right. Then you can see
God in the outside world.
"You're blessed when you can show people how to cooperate instead of compete or fight. That's when
you discover who you really are, and your place in God's family.
"You're blessed when your commitment to God provokes persecution. The persecution drives you even
deeper into God's kingdom.
"Not only that—count yourselves blessed every time people put you down or throw you out or speak
lies about you to discredit me. What it means is that the truth is too close for comfort and they are
uncomfortable. You can be glad when that happens—give a cheer, even!—for though they don't like it,
I do! And all heaven applauds. And know that you are in good company. My prophets and witnesses
have always gotten into this kind of trouble.
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The Bible

The Gutenberg Bible of 1455, the first printed Bible.
The Bible
Now here’s a big subject!
How big?
66 books
39 in the Old Testament, 27 in the New Testament
1,189 chapters
31,173 verses (this varies slightly from translation to translation)
Over 40 different authors
Covering over 2000 years of history
With all that bigness you might be surprised that the word “Bible” means, “little books.” The Bible is a
library of little books. Another surprising thing is that these 66 little books, covering over 2000 years
of “holy history,” have many common themes running through them - God’s love, forgiveness,
covenant, God’s expectations of us, the Messiah, praise, prayer and justice, just to name a few.
As you probably know, the Bible is divided into two major sections - the Old Testament and the New
Testament. The word “testament” is an old term for “covenant,” which is a binding, loving
partnership between two parties, in this case, between God and the Jews, and between God and all
humanity.
Here are some contrasts between the Testaments:
The Old Testament covers about 1600 years of history: 2000 B.C. - 400 B.C.
The New Testament covers about 95 years of history: 3 B.C. - 90s A.D.
(Jesus was probably born 3-5 B.C. When they first figured it out they made a mistake. So Jesus was
born “B.C.,” literally ahead of his time!)
The Old Testament is the story of God and the Jews/Israelites/Hebrews.
The New Testament is the story of Christ and his Church.
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The Old Testament was written in Hebrew, the language of the Jews.
The New Testament was written in Greek, the international language of the First Century.
The Old Testament is about a specific people and their land.
The New Testament is about a Gospel for the whole world.
The Old Testament is a partnership with God based on obeying God’s expectations, expressed in
Torah, the Laws of God recorded in the first five books of the Bible.
The New Testament is a partnership with God based on faith and grace, expressed to us so clearly in
the life, death and resurrection of Christ.
Reading the Bible
If you haven’t read the Bible in a while I wouldn’t suggest trying to read it from cover to cover. You’ll
probably quit in Leviticus; trust me. Instead, read some of the more important books (Yes, not all Bible
verses are created equal). Perhaps start with one of these: Genesis, the Psalms, Matthew, Mark, Luke,
John, Romans, Ephesians, Philippians, and James.
And read the Bible devotionally. By that I mean, read it until you find something you can pray into
your life. Then stop, think about it, then pray about it.
Here’s a thought: The Bible is a love letter from God to humanity.
Prayer: Loving God, thank you for the Bible, which reveals your ways, your will and your heart. Help
me to grow in my knowledge of this sacred, holy Book. Amen.

Extra Credit:
There are great Study Bibles out today. My favorites are these:

The Life Application Bible
The NIV Study Bible
The Quest Study Bible
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Chapter and Verse:
To make it easier to study, the Bible was divided into present-day chapters by Stephen Langton about
1200. Verses were separated and numbered by Robert Stephanus in 1557.
The longest verse in the Bible contains 81 words. It’s Esther 8:9:
“Then the king's scribes were called at that time, in the third month Sivan, on the twenty-third day of
the month; and it was written according to all that Mordecai commanded to the Jews, and to the
satraps, and the governors and princes of the provinces which are from India to Ethiopia, one hundred
twenty-seven provinces, to every province according to its writing, and to every people in their
language, and to the Jews in their writing, and in their language."
On the other end of the scale are the two shortest verses in the Bible consisting of only two words:
Job 3:2 - “He said.”
John 11:35 - “Jesus wept.”
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The Canon Controversy

We love controversy. Controversy tantalizes, engages and sells. It’s no different with a subject so
potentially dry as the Canon of the Bible. Dan Brown based a large part of his mega-selling novel The
Da Vinci Code on a supposed controversy with the church politics that he claims surrounded the
process of selecting the books that made it into the New Testament. While Brown’s book had an air of
intellectualism and scholarship, it was actually quite uninformed at best, and deceptive at worst. I’ll
just take it for what it is, a work of fiction.
The word “canon” originally meant “measuring rule,” hence the meaning, “standard.” It refers to the
officially recognized books of the Old and New Testament, the books received as divinely inspired and
therefore authoritative for faith and life.
A Second Century Canon
While it’s true that the final list of the canonized books of the New Testament occurred in the 4th
Century, it’s also true that the earliest Christian writers recognized the authority of all the 27
eventually canonized books. One important document is the Muratorian Canon of the 2nd Century,
perhaps as early as 120 o 130 AD. It contains 22 of the eventual 27 New Testament books. Certain
books like Hebrews and Revelation were debated for some time. (If you’ve read Revelation, you
understand why!)
Further Evidence of Early Recognition
I wrote in an earlier entry about the fragment of John’s Gospel (see “Apologetics”) found in Egypt that
dates to 125 AD. This finding (for one of the Gospels to have made it all the way to Egypt) tells us that
John’s Gospel was considered authentic and authoritative very early in the life of the church. Further
evidence is found in I Timothy 5:18, where the Apostle Paul (who died in 66-67 AD) quotes
Matthew’s Gospel and calls it “scripture.” Again, this is very early evidence of another Gospel being
deemed authoritative within the First Century itself! Another striking verse is 2 Peter 3:15-16, where
Peter refers to Paul’s letters and calls them “scripture.” So, it was very early in the history of the
church that Christians recognized authoritative, reliable and inspired scripture.
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What about other “Gospels”?
You’ve probably heard of the Gnostic Gospels. We know from the writing of the early “Church
Fathers” the names of some 40 different “gospels.” About a dozen of these have survived (Bruce
Metzger, The New Testament: Its Background, Growth and Content, p. 100). Folks like Dan Brown
love to suggest that these books were left out of the New Testament for fear of their content and as a
power play within the early church. The Gnostic “Gospels” and others were excluded for several
reasons, according to the foremost New Testament scholar of our time, Princeton Seminary Professor
Dr. Bruce Metzger (next time you open an NRSV Bible take note at who wrote the introduction. If
you’re writing the introduction to the Bible, you’re having a good career). Metzger states that the
earliest Christians utilized the Gospels that had some connection to one of the apostles as well as the
books that were widely accepted throughout Christendom at the time. The Gnostics Gospels were not
widely known, read or accepted within the early church. They date from the 2nd to 4th Centuries, thus
written long after the authoritative Gospels. They also present a very different “gospel,” where
salvation is based on some “secret knowledge,” instead of salvation through faith in Christ as the New
Testament contends. As Metzer says, “no one excluded them from the Bible; they excluded
themselves” (p. 101).
Question: Does trustworthiness in the canon of the Bible really matter?
Here’s a thought: The foundations of our faith were not based on church politics but rather on reliable
accounts of Jesus’ teachings and other books and letters deemed authoritative and inspired by the
earliest Christians.
Prayer: Loving God, thank you for those who wrote and preserved our scriptures, which reveal to us so
beautifully your ways and your love. Amen.
Extra Credit:
What do the Catholics have more books in their Bible?
Here’s the short answer: Protestants utilize the canonized books from the Jewish Bible, the Hebrew
version of the Old Testament. The Roman Catholic Church accepts the canonized books from the Latin
Vulgate version of the Old Testament. This version contained 15 more books, known as the
Apocrypha, written in the 3rd - 1st centuries, BC. These books were never canonized by the Jews.
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Christ

Christ isn’t his last name. “Yes, Mr. Christ, we have a table for 13 right over here.”
Christ is a title. It means Messiah, literally, “the anointed one.”
This explains why you sometimes see the order reversed in the New Testament. Sometimes he’s
called, “Christ Jesus.” He’s Messiah Jesus.
Jesus clearly claimed to be the Messiah, the long-awaited Savior. At the end of Luke’s Gospel he
says, “Thus it is written that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the dead on the third day” (Luke
24:46). When he asks his disciples that poignant question, “Who do you say that I am?,” Peter
responds, “You are the Christ” (Matthew 16:16). Jesus affirms his answer, “My Father in heaven has
revealed this to you.” At his trial the high priest asks him, “Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed
One?” Jesus answered plainly, “I am.”
Many in Jesus’ day were looking for a political Messiah, one who would cast out the Romans and
restore Israel to its greatness. Jesus rejected this notion when he said, “My Kingdom is not of this
world.”
One of the greatest statements about the work of the Messiah is found in the words of the Samaritan
woman at the well. She says to Jesus, “I know that the Messiah (“Christos” in Greek) is coming and
he will explain everything to us” (John 4:25). She expressed the idea that the Messiah would be a fresh
revelation of divine truth. And indeed he is.
Here’s a thought: Jesus, the Messiah reveals the truth about the invisible God.
Prayer: Thank You, Holy God, for making yourself known to us in Jesus, the Messiah. Amen.
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Extra Credit:

One ancient symbol for Christ is the “chi-rho.” The letter chi in the Greek alphabet is symbolized by
an X and translates to “ch.” The Greek letter rho looks like our letter “p.” So the “chi-rho” is really just
the first three letters of Christ, C-h-r. It just looks cooler.
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Christian

A friend of mine grew up in an area with a lot of conservative churches filled with people trying to
make sure he was a Christian. Defending his faith was almost a weekly occurrence. While I generally
admire the boldness and sense of purpose behind evangelistic outreach, after a while it became quite
tedious for my friend, and he regularly searched for new and creative answers to the question, "Are you
a Christian?"
One day he answered, "I hope so." The evangelist responded, "You should be sure!" My friend said, "I
am sure of what I believe. I just hope my life measures up in some way to my beliefs."
The story reminded me of the first title ever given to Christ-followers - people of "The Way" (Acts
9:2). The title suggests that Christianity is a journey and a path, a way to God and a way of life. Being
a Christian is more than just believing the right stuff. It’s striving to live it.
A Christian is a heart through which Christ loves, a voice through which Christ speaks, a pair of
hands through which Christ serves, and a soul through which Christ lives.
Here’s a thought: Jesus never healed people the same way twice. His work within each one of us is
unique.
Question: What is your definition of a Christian? How would you put it into words?
Prayer: Loving God, help me to articulate what my faith means to me. Most of all, help me to live what
I believe. Amen.
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Christians & Other Religions

I’m beginning a series of teachings this Sunday, October 14 entitled, “Bridges to the Great Religions of
the World.” So this topic has been on my mind a lot.
It goes without saying that we live in a multicultural world. Many of us live in a multicultural
neighborhood. You probably work with someone or encounter someone in your daily life who is part
of another religion.
So how do committed Christians interact with folks of other religions?
Can we be fully committed Christ-Followers and still affirm the spiritual journey of others?
Of course, we can.
There are a number of ways up the mountain to God. And no religion has a monopoly on spiritual
truth. Not even ours. In fact, one of the first things we have to do is get rid of our "Superiority
Complex" when it comes to religion. It’s pretty hard to truly learn from others if our basic approach
and attitude is, "My religion's better, but still, please tell me about yours."
Below is something I found on saltproject.org, a very creative forward-thinking site. I think this says a
lot.
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Prayer: God of all humanity, give us the humility, the openness and the curiosity to learn from
those who look at You and at life very differently. In the Name of Christ our Lord, Amen.

Extra Credit: Coexist?
I'm sure you've seen this bumper sticker:

It's a fine bumper sticker. But here's my question:
Coexist? Is that the best we can do?
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Christmas Ponderings

Some of the best things ever said about Christmas . . .
The angel said to them, "Do not be afraid; for see-I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the
people: to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord.” - Luke
2:10-11
Unto us a child has been born, unto us a son is given; authority rests upon his shoulders; and he shall
be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.
- Isaiah 9:6
And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father's
only son, full of grace and truth. - John 1:14

"Why I go to Church at Christmas"

by Harry Reasoner

So far as I know, all Christian denominations expect their members to go to church at Christmas. It
may be the only time, or practically the only time, that some do go to church. You can say that in all
societies there has always been a midwinter festival, and that many of the trappings of our Christmas
are almost violently pagan. But in the quietness of Christmas morning, you come back to the central
fact of the day, . . . the birth of God on earth.
If this is the anniversary of the appearance of the Lord of the universe in the form of a helpless babe -it is a very important day. It’s so revolutionary an idea that it probably could only have come from a
God who is beyond logic, and beyond theology. It has a magnificent appeal.
Almost nobody has seen God, and almost nobody has any real idea of what God is like, and the truth is
that among men the idea of seeing God suddenly, and standing in a very bright light, is not necessarily
a completely comforting and appealing idea! But everyone has seen babies, and most people like them.
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If God wanted to be loved as well as feared, He moved correctly here. If God wanted to know his
people, he moved correctly here; for a baby growing up learns all about people. If God wanted to be
intimately a part of human life he moved correctly, for the experience of birth and family-hood is our
most intimate and precious experience.
So it comes beyond logic. If it is false, we are doomed. If it is true, as it must be, it makes everything
else in the world all right.

Prayer: Thank You, Loving God, for the miracle of Christmas and for your beautiful love which came
to us in Jesus Christ. In His Name. Amen.
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Congregationalism

What can I tell you about Congregationalism that you don’t already know?
Well, here goes.
Congregation was first a movement within the Church of England. In fact one of the first proponents of
Congregationalism was an Anglican priest, Robert Browne (1550 - 1633). Browne believed that Christ
was the head of the church, not the king or the queen or anyone else. He also believed that each
congregation should elect its own pastor and leaders. For these radical (?) beliefs Browne was
imprisoned 32 times and fled to the Netherlands.

Robert Browne
The earliest Congregationalists believed that the Protestant Reformation had not gone far enough and
that the Church of England with its liturgies and ceremonies was still too “Roman” (Catholic) for their
tastes. Thus they sought to “purify” the church of all Roman influences. Hence the name, Puritan.
It might surprise you to learn that the earliest Congregationalists did not believe that each congregation
was to be independent of all others. Browne believed that each autonomous church owed “communal
helpfulness” to every other church. In 1706 Massachusetts adopted Cotton Mather’s plan that ministers
be in associations with one another and be given the authority to examine and license candidates for
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ministry. 300 years later this structure still stands within our denomination, as the local associations of
Congregational (U.C.C.) churches, now with clergy and lay representatives, have the authority to
ordain. Mather’s plan called for a voluntary fellowship of churches to provide mutual aid and outside
assistance in handling disputes. These ministries as well are carried on today by our local association
(the Andover Association of the U.C.C.) as well as by the Massachusetts Conference of the U.C.C.

Jonathan Edwards
One other interesting thing about Congregationalism was its influence upon American democracy. The
New England town meeting grew out of the Congregational church meeting. In fact, in the earliest
town meetings only church members in full standing could vote. One also can’t help but think that the
colonists’ rebellion against the Church of England also played a role in their eventual rebellion against
the King of England. Furthermore, in their writings and their preaching, Congregational ministers
Thomas Hooker (1586 - 1647), often called the “father of democracy” in American, and Jonathan
Edwards (1703-1760), laid the groundwork for democracy, constitutional free government and even
the separation of church and state.
Here’s a thought: Congregationalism was more a church polity (governing) movement than a
theological one; yet the earliest Congregationalists were known for their biblical theology; so much so
that they were called, “People of the Book.”
Question: How important is it to understand our roots, where we’ve come from?
Prayer: Thank You, God, for our spiritual forebears, who have “run the race” before us and have been
found faithful, leaving us a great heritage of faith and discipleship. Amen.

Page 30

Covenant

Now here’s a word that’s pretty big in our faith: Covenant.
The Bible is a book about covenants; so much so that when they decided to divide it into two sections
they named the sections after the covenants found in them - the New Covenant and the Old Covenant.
The word "testament" means a covenant.
A covenant is a formal agreement between two parties. It establishes an understanding between two
parties, what’s expected of them by the other.
When God established a covenant with Israel, God spelled out to them what’s expected of God’s
covenant partners. The most basic and cherished of these expectations are the Ten Commandments.
The Israelites carried around the tablets of the commandments wherever they went. They carried them
in a large fancy box known as the “Ark of the Covenant.” (see above as well as “Raiders of the Lost
Ark”)
The covenants of the Bible were not one-sided. God not only set forth expectations from the Israelites,
God also let them know what they could expect from their Covenant Partner, the LORD. God
promised them blessing, protection, land, redemption and unconditional love. The covenants of the
Bible are very similar to the marriage covenant. They establish a loving partnership between God and
human beings.
In the Old Testament the concept of sin is based on the covenant. Sin is breaking the covenant, being
unfaithful to God, forgetting we’re in a loving partnership with God.
Here’s a thought: A Covenant = a Testament = a Loving Partnership
Question: How do you see your life lived in partnership with God?
Prayer: Loving God, thank you for your promises and for wanting to live in partnership with me. Help
me to live as your Covenant Partner. Amen.

Extra Credit: The Major Covenants of the Bible
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The Covenant of Eden - Gen. 3:15 - the promise of redemption
The Covenant with Noah - Gen. 9:9 - never to destroy the earth
The Covenant with Abraham & Sarah - Gen. 12, 15, 17
The Covenant from Mount Sinai - Ex. 19 & 20 - expectations
The Levitical Covenant - Number 25:12 - atonement through the priestly sacrifices
The Covenant with David - II Sam. 23:5 - the promise of Messiah through David’s lineage
The New Covenant of Christ based on Faith & Grace - "A new covenant I am
making with you in my blood which is shed for your forgiveness."
Hebrews 9:15 - "Christ is the mediator of a New Covenant."
A Loving Partnership based on his sacrificial love.
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Creeds

Although it’s not quite fashionable today, I have to admit I like the creeds.
I like ‘em for two reasons. One is they help us articulate our faith. "I believe in God, the Father
almighty, Creator of heaven and earth, and in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord." I believe.
Articulating the faith is a much needed ability these days among Christians. The creeds help us.

The other reason I like the creeds is that I love thinking back to the faith-filled believers who gathered
together more than a thousand years ago to try and express the deepest truths of our faith. Imagine their
task: how do we articulate the mystery of the Trinity in human words?
"And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all worlds;
God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God; begotten, not made, being of one substance with the
Father."
"And I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and Giver of Life; who proceeds from the Father and the
Son; who with the Father and the Son together is worshipped and glorified; who spoke by the
prophets."
Question: Do you have to understand and agree with everything in a creed to recite and appreciate it?
Another question (or two): Why have Christians been moved to create creeds and catechisms
throughout the centuries? In what ways has this been helpful and not always so helpful?
And yet another question: Can you be doctrinal without being doctrinaire?
Prayer: Lord of the ages, Lord of eternity, give me the words to recite my creed based on my
understanding of you, revealed in scripture and in my life. Amen.
Extra Credit
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The Nicene Creed (4th C.)
I believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and
invisible.
And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all worlds;
God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God; begotten, not made, being of one substance with the
Father, by whom all things were made.
Who, for us men and for our salvation, came down from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit
of the virgin Mary, and was made man; and was crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate; He
suffered and was buried; and the third day He rose again, according to the Scriptures; and ascended
into heaven, and sits on the right hand of the Father; and He shall come again, with glory, to judge the
quick and the dead; whose kingdom shall have no end.
And I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and Giver of Life; who proceeds from the Father and the
Son; who with the Father and the Son together is worshipped and glorified; who spoke by the
prophets.
And I believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church. I acknowledge one baptism for the remission
of sins; and I look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen.
The Apostles Creed
(Found in various versions between the 2nd & 9th C. Not written by the apostles, but called that
because it expresses their faith.)
I believe in God, the Father almighty, Creator of heaven and earth,
and in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord, who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin
Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died and was buried; he descended into hell; on
the third day he rose again from the dead; he ascended into heaven, and is seated at the right hand of
God the Father almighty; from there he will come to judge the living and the dead.
I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic Church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins,
the resurrection of the body, and life everlasting. Amen.
The Weakness of the Creeds
Notice that there’s not a lot in them about discipleship, prayer, mission, worship, love thy neighbor,
etc. It’s all Right Beliefs (Ortho-doxy) and no Right Practice (ortho-praxis).

Beneath the Cross of Jesus
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When I graduated seminary I did what a lot of my friends did. I put off entering the workforce a few
more weeks and backpacked through Europe. Like most tourists I spent a lot of time in the great
cathedrals. Many of them are Roman Catholic churches and therefore had large Crucifixes above the
high altar. People would sit in the front pews and stare for hours at Jesus upon the Cross. I’d see them
when I walked in, I’d take a tour of the cathedral, climb to the top of the steeple, go to the gift shop,
and when I was leaving the same folks were still there, staring at Jesus upon the Cross, often in tears,
meditating upon him. I thought of the hymn, “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross.” When you survey
the Wondrous Cross, what do you see there? How do you understand it?
When I look at the Cross I see at least these three things:
1. I see the Empathy of God, the empathy God has for and with humanity. The book of Hebrews
(4:15ff) speaks of Jesus as a great High Priest who connects us to God, and the writer says this: “We
do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has
been tested in every way . . . so that when we approach the throne of grace, we know we’ll find mercy
and help.” Hebrews 2:17 says, Christ “had to become like us in every respect,” so that we might know
that our Savior knows the human experience, including death. “Therefore he is able to come to our
aid.”
The British theologian John Stott wrote: “I could never myself believe in God if it were not for the
Cross. In the real world of pain, how could one worship a God who was immune to it?” The Cross
shows us the empathy of God.
2. Secondly, when we look at the Cross we see the supreme example of sacrificial love. St. Peter in
a letter to some early Christians put it this way: “Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, so
that you should follow in his steps” (I Peter 2:21). The Cross reminds us that love is costly and often
requires great personal sacrifice.
3. The Cross is our Atonement. I Peter 3:18 - “Christ died for our sins, once and for all, in order to
bring us to God.” In this act of unconditional love, God has swallowed up our sins, and has therefore
made us one with our Creator once again. The Cross is our atonement, our “at-one-ment” with God.
That’s something we can never totally understand this side of heaven - how God reconciled us by the
Cross. But we can let the Cross of Christ do its work and bring us to God.
Question: Which one of these views of the Cross is most meaningful to you? Or is there another
understanding you prefer?
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Here’s a thought: Spend some time meditating on the Cross this week. Perhaps read one of the
accounts of Good Friday in Matthew, Mark, Luke or John.
Prayer: Lord Jesus Christ, thank you for your sacrificial love and for the gift of atonement through the
Cross. Love so amazing, so divine, demands our lives, our souls, our all. Amen.

Salvador Dali’s “Christ of Saint John of the Cross.”
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The Dead Sea Scrolls

In 1947 a Bedouin goat shepherd came upon a cave on the northwest shore of the Dead Sea. He threw
a rock into one of the cave and heard what sounded like pottery shattering. He came back the next day
and entered the cave. He found that it was filled with large jars containing scrolls. What he stumbled
upon was the greatest archaeological discovery of the 20th century.

11 caves in all housed jars that contained 900 scrolls.
They date from 250 BC - 68 AD.
Most were written on parchment but some were written on papyrus and bronze.
Most of the scrolls were not biblical scriptures, but over 200 were.
Every book is represented among the scrolls, except the book of Esther.
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These scrolls gave us the oldest copies of the Hebrew Scriptures that we now have.
- 20 copies of the Book of Genesis
- 21 copies of the Book of Exodus
- 11 copies of the Book of Numbers
- 21 copies of the Book of Isaiah
- 36 scrolls containing many of the Psalms.

In viewing the Dead Sea Scrolls exhibit at the Museum of Science recently, I came away with two
main impressions:
1. The scribes were amazing.
These scrolls gave biblical scholars manuscripts that were more than 900 years older than the oldest
manuscripts we had. But when you read the Dead Sea Scrolls you say to yourself, “Yes, that’s Genesis
1 as I know it from my Bible. And that’s Joshua 7, and that’s the famous Isaiah passage, “the lion shall
lie down with the lamb” (Is. 11:6). In other words, the scribes who copied the scriptures, thus
preserving them for future generations, knew what they were doing, and they did their work with great
care.
My other lasting impression was this . . ..
2. Those who hid the scrolls cherished the scriptures.
The theory is that these ancient people believed that Jerusalem was no longer safe and therefore their
scriptures had to be removed from the temple and kept elsewhere. They hid them in the caves so that
God’s Word could be read by those who would come long after them. Little did they know that the
scrolls would not be read for 2000 years!
Prayer: God of all generations, help us to cherish the words of scripture and never take them for
granted. Help us to love your Word as they did long ago. Amen.

Some of the caves:
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Denominations

Why are there so many different denominations?
I have two answers:
One is, Different Strokes for Different Folks
Even if there was only one official institutional church there would still be many different kinds of
churches. It’s because Christians, like all people, come in many different varieties. Some like
formality; others not so much. Some like jazz or classical music, while others listen to country, rock or
folk. Some like an organization where everyone shares the same views, while others appreciate a
church that is intentionally diverse. So it’s only natural that we have a variety of flavors when it comes
to this thing called “church.”
Here’s my other answer: It's Europe's Fault.
Most of the different denominations today got their start in Europe centuries ago. Folks simply brought
their brand of Christianity to the New World. The Italians, Polish and Irish brought their Catholicism.
The Scots brought Presbyterianism. The Germans brought Lutheranism. The British brought the
Anglican/Episcopal Church as well as Congregationalism. So it’s all Europe’s fault!
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Question, I - Do you pick your religious expression or does it pick you?
Question, II - How do you think God feels about the variety of religions, denominations and
sects found on planet earth?
Prayer: Gracious God, thank you that the family of Christ is a large one. Thank you for the freedom to
be who you made us to be and for the privilege of worshipping you in many and various ways.
Increase our sense of oneness with Christ-followers everywhere. In His Name. Amen.

Extra Credit:
Church History Timeline - some dates might help:
451 AD - the Coptic Christians were separated from Roman Christianity by the Council of Chalcedon.
1054 AD The church splits into East & West. The West was Roman Catholic. The East was Eastern
Orthodox.

1517 - Martin Luther’s Reformation begins, Protestantism born. Key figures = Luther, Ulrich Zwingli,
John Calvin, John Knox
1520s - Anabaptist Movement begins - Baptists, Quakers, Mennonites
1533-34 Anglican Church separates from Rome due to Henry VIII marital issues
1560s Non-Conformist Movement = Puritans, Congregationalists, Methodists, Plymouth Brethren
1630-1780s - Puritan movement dominates America
1730s & 40s - Great Awakening in America, religious revival
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1790s - 1850- Second Great Awakening in America, religious revival but also included social issues
such as the abolitionist movement, temperance and women’s rights.
1900s to present - Pentecostal movement worldwide (Assemblies of God, Nazarenes, charismatic
movement), Ecumenical movement in US, great cooperation among churches, mergers of
denominations such as the formation of the United Church of Christ.
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The Devil

Question: Who in the Hell is the Devil?
That’s not cursing. It’s an honest question.
The great Christian writer C.S. Lewis once wrote this:
"There are two equal and opposite errors into which our race can fall about the devils. One is to
disbelieve in their existence. The other is to believe, and to feel an excessive and unhealthy interest in
them. They themselves are equally pleased by both errors and hail a materialist or a magician with the
same delight."
St. Paul once put it this way:
"For our struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh, but against the rulers, against the
authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in
the heavenly places." - Ephesians 6:12
The Bible speaks of Satan (meaning, the “Adversary”) and the Devil (the “Slanderer,” the “Accuser”)
as the personification of evil. The prophet Isaiah wrote of a fallen angel who pridefully rebelled against
God and continues the rebellion on planet earth. (The name “Lucifer” means “Day Star” or “Son of the
Morning.”)
"How you are fallen from heaven, O Day Star, son of Dawn! How you are cut
down to the ground, you who laid the nations low! You said in your heart, "I will ascend to heaven; I
will raise my throne above the stars of God; I will sit on the mount of assembly on the heights of
Zaphon; I will ascend to the tops of the clouds, I will make myself like the Most High." - Isaiah 14:1214
Question: What is the point about personifying evil?
My answer: I think it’s this: Evil’s got our number. In the same way that God is personal and knows us
by name, so does the Tempter. He (do we need to say He/She now? or It?) knows our weaknesses and
goes after them. Evil isn’t just haphazardly floating around the universe causing trouble now and then.
Evil is like what AA says about addiction, “cunning, baffling and powerful.”
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Prayer: Eternal and Loving God, help us to understand dangers of sin and evil in our world, and help
us to stay focused on you that we may resist. In the strong and precious Name of Christ our Savior.
Amen.
Extra Credit - Other Passages to Consider:
Jude 6 The Devil lead other angels away from God.
And the angels who did not keep their own position, but left their proper dwelling, he has kept in
eternal chains in deepest darkness for the judgment of the great Day.
Ezekiel 28:13-17
13You were in Eden, the garden of God; every precious stone was your covering, carnelian, chrysolite,
and moonstone, beryl, onyx, and jasper, sapphire, turquoise, and emerald; and worked in gold were
your settings and your engravings. On the day that you were created they were prepared. 14With an
anointed cherub as guardian I placed you; you were on the holy mountain of God; you walked among
the stones of fire. 15You were blameless in your ways from the day that you were created, until iniquity
was found in you. 16In the abundance of your trade you were filled with violence, and you sinned; so I
cast you as a profane thing from the mountain of God, and the guardian cherub drove you out from
among the stones of fire. 17Your heart was proud because of your beauty; you corrupted your wisdom
for the sake of your splendor. I cast you to the ground; I exposed you before kings, to feast their eyes
on you.
James 4:7 Resist the Devil and he will flee from you.
Revelation 20:10 Satan’s defeat
And the devil who had deceived them was thrown into the lake of fire and sulfur, where the beast and
the false prophet were, and they will be tormented day and night forever and ever.

Bourges Cathedral - Last Judgement Window
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The Devil is mentioned more times than we realize in the Bible. Here are some of the descriptive titles
utilized.
serpent - Gen. 3:14, Rev. 12:9, 20:2
tempter - Matt. 4:3, I Thess. 3:5
enemy - Matt. 13:25, 39
evil one - Matt. 13:19, I John 2:13-14
prince of demons - Mark 3:22
father of lies - John 8:44
murderer - John 8:44
roaring lion - I Peter 5:8
deceiver - Rev. 12:9
dragon - Rev. 12:7, 9, 20:2
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The “E” Word
Now here’s a scary topic - Evangelism.
How do we as modern, mainline, polite, accepting, tolerant Christians do evangelism? The answer . . .
very carefully. Let me make two suggestions:

1. We don’t impose our faith. We expose our faith.
Obviously we don’t ever want to force our religion on anyone. Instead we reveal our faith to others by
speaking naturally about our faith.
“I got through it with a lot of support and a lot of prayer.”
“My church is putting on a great musical next weekend.”
“My church is a fun place to be and it helps me spiritually."
“I will keep you in my prayers. God bless you."
"I love my church. I feel close to God there.”
"I served at Cor Unum last night. It was an amazing experience. Want to join me next time?"
Romans 1:16 says, “I am not afraid of the gospel.” Don’t be afraid to let others know you’re a
practicing Christian and that your faith is important to you.
2. We believe in Invitational Evangelism.
We simply invite people to faith, to church, to discipleship. At my first church there was a man named
Bob who was responsible for at least 5 people joining the church. He did so with one simple
sentence, “Hey, Joe, I’d like to invite you to my church this Sunday?” And it worked. Wasn’t this
Jesus’ method as well? “Come, follow me.”
Question: Who do I know who just might come to church if I pop the question?
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Prayer: God, help me to let the light of my faith shine to others, and give me the courage to invite
others to come along on this journey of faith. Amen.
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The Ethics of Christ
One aspect of Christianity that we have to come to grips with is this: the ethics of Christ are not
normal. They are often countercultural and sometimes even against common sense. But the gospel
writers faithfully recorded his most challenging
teachings . . . for us.
For instance . . .
But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also; and if anyone wants to sue you and
take your coat, give your cloak as well; and if anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second
mile. Give to everyone who begs from you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from you. Matthew 5:39-42
You have heard that it was said, "You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy." But I say to you,
Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you. - Matthew 5:43-44
You have heard that it was said, "You shall not commit adultery." But I say to you that everyone who
looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart.
- Matthew 5:27-28
Then Peter came and said to him, "Lord, if another member of the church sins against me, how often
should I forgive? As many as seven times?" Jesus said to him, "Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventyseven times."
- Matthew 18:21-23
Here’s a thought: Being a Christian is really, really hard. The sooner we realize this, the better.
Prayer: Gracious and Loving Savior, help me to realize the high calling of your ways. Forgive my
failures and stretch me into being the kind of disciple you’re calling me to be. I can only do these
things with your help. Amen.
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Evangelicals & Fundamentalists

The terms are often used interchangeably. But is there a difference between a Fundamentalist and an
Evangelical?
The answer is yes.
Both groups frequently use a number of common terms (born again, saved and the lost, to name a few).
And both groups stress evangelism, conversion, conviction, being public about one’s faith,
knowing the Bible and personal salvation through the atonement of the Cross of Christ.
But there are some differences.
Fundamentalists take a literal approach to every story in the Bible. Evangelicals are sometimes open to
other interpretations, such as viewing some of the Old Testament stories as parables.
Fundamentalist reject evolution. Evangelicals vary on the subject.
Fundamentalists believe that the Bible is inerrant - perfect and without error on all subjects, including
history and science. Evangelicals tend to use such words as “inspired” and “authoritative,” meaning
that the Bible is reliable and trustworthy in matters of faith and practice.
To Fundamentalists “mission” work is often primarily about spreading the faith.
Evangelicals tend to view it as ministering to the poor, sharing the faith in word and deed.
Fundamentalist are part of the Religious Right, conservative in their social and political views. Many
Evangelicals lean that way but not all. In fact, there is an “Evangelical Left," folks with standard
theological views but liberal socially and politically. As far as I know there are no left-wing
Fundamentalists!
Fundamentalists tend to stick to themselves, often refusing to fellowship with those who are not
doctrinally pure in their eyes. Evangelicals are more open and ecumenical.
And one more thing . . . Evangelicals tend to view the rest of us as in God’s Kingdom and heavenbound. Most Fundamentalists believe we’re going down.
Question: What can we learn from our Evangelical and Fundamentalist friends?
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Prayer: Loving God, help us to keep an open mind and learn from the diversity within your church.
Amen.

Rev. Billy Graham
Tim Tebow
P.S. Given my own centrist theological perspective (don’t we all think we’re the moderate ones?), it
was difficult to write this entry. I always want to be respectful of those whose views are different than
mine. But sometimes in teaching one must point out the differences. The goal is always to disagree
respectfully. I hope I have done so.
Extra Credit:
The term “evangelical” comes from the Greek word, euangelion, which means, “good news.” While
the word is often used today as a noun and pronounced with a long “e,” the same word in theological
studies is pronounced with a short “e” and used to refer to theology that is Christ-centered, which by
definition most Christian theology is! The Lutheran Church in the U.S. changed their name a few years
ago to, "The Evangelical Lutheran Church in America." Most Lutherans are not Evangelicals as
described above. It was however their way of saying, “Our central message is the Good News of
Christ.” In this way, most Christian churches are “evangelical” - with a short “e” instead of a long one.
Got it?

Sojourners Magazine - The Evangelical Left
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Evil

I never thought I’d be writing on evil at Christmas time. But I also never dreamed that a nightmare like
the Sandy Hook Elementary School tragedy could ever take place.
Ironically, such evil is also found in the Christmas story.
"When Herod saw that he had been tricked by the wise men, he was infuriated, and he sent and killed
all the children in and around Bethlehem who were two years old or under, according to the time that
he had learned from the wise men. Then was fulfilled what had been spoken through the prophet
Jeremiah: "A voice was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation, Rachel weeping for her
children; she refused to be consoled, because they are no more."
- Matthew 2:16-18
This is the world Christ was born into.
It was a dangerous world, a fragile world, a world where Herod was king. Herod was known for his
brutality and for letting nothing stand in the way of his desire for power; so much so that he killed one
of his wives and two of his sons when he felt they were plotting against him. Jesus was born into a
world where Herod was king.
This is the world in which we live.
It’s a world where sometimes unspeakable evil happens. Rabbi Harold Kushner once wrote that what
makes something truly evil is,” it prevents people from believing in God's goodness” (When Bad
Things Happen to Good People, p. 53).
This is the world Christ came to redeem.
This is world he came to save. This is the world he came to love. This is the world that needs his light.
And this is the world he will return to to transform.
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Evil will not have the last word. God will. Love will. Christ will.
The light shines in the darkness and the darkness will never put it out. This is at the heart of Christmas.
Prayer: Help us to cling to faith and hope, O God, even in the face of evil. In the name of our crucified
and risen Savior. Amen.

The Wise Men warm Joseph & Mary to flee Herod.

(The thoughts above are taken largely from a message by the late Dr. James I. McCord, former
president of Princeton Theological Seminary.)
Extra Credit:
A Prayer for the Sandy Hook Tragedy
By the Rev. James Martin, SJ - Jesuit priest
Where were you, God?
We are crushed with grief, God.
We cannot bear to think of so many people killed.
We cannot bear to think of children being killed.
It is unthinkable to us, the worst tragedy. Children.
Where were you, God? How could you let this happen?
Why is your world like this? We are sad and angry and confused.
But God, we know that you know what it means to have a child die.
For your Son died a violent death.
And we know that your Son understands grief.
For he wept bitterly when his friend Lazarus died.
And he was moved with compassion when he saw suffering.
His heart broke like our hearts do. He cried like we do today.
We know too that your Son raised Lazarus from the dead.
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And that you raised your own murdered Son from the grave,
As a sign of the eternal life you have planned for us.
The life into which you now place the victims, whom you loved. And love.
We know that you understand our terrible anguish.
You accept our bitterness and our confusion too.
And we know that your Son is beside us, weeping with us.
We know that you are still with us God, in the darkness.
In our compassion for the families and friends of the victims.
In the love that moves us to care for one another.
In the anger that drives us to strive to put an end to violence,
As your Son tried to do in his time with us.
Most of all, eternal rest grant unto them, O Lord,
And let perpetual light shine upon them.
You said, "Blessed are those who mourn for they will be comforted.
Comfort them, Loving God.
Comfort every grieving parent, every scared and confused child, every first responder.
Teach us your ways, and lead us toward your everlasting light, that light that always shines and that
the darkness can never put out. Amen.

"I believe in the sun, even when it is not shining.
I believe in love, even when I don't feel it.
I believe in God, even when there is silence."
-Words scratched on the walls of a cellar in Cologne, Germany by a Jew hiding from Nazi
persecution.
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Faith

In the history of Christianity, both in the biblical record as well as throughout church history, the
word "faith" has had two basic meanings.
One meaning has to do with beliefs, accepting the basic tenants of Christianity. These tenants include
such things as the character and nature of God (loving, holy, just, covenant-making, etc.), our main
doctrines about God, such as the Trinity, as well as our beliefs about the person and work of Christ (the
incarnation, the atonement of the Cross, his resurrection and his promised return). To accept the
Christian faith is to choose to believe these truths about God and Jesus Christ.
The other meaning of faith has to do with trust, as in, "Keep the Faith." Faith is trusting in the
goodness and graciousness of God, in spite of one’s circumstances.
Here’s a thought: these two meanings belong together. To be a Christian is not simply to intellectually
accept all the right doctrines. It’s to personally trust in the goodness of God and the benefits of Christ.
Faith takes God seriously and responds to God’s graciousness with gratitude, commitment and
discipleship.
Prayer: Lord, I believe, help my unbelief. Increase my faith and trust in You. For You are trustworthy,
and your graciousness and promises are extended to me. Thank You, Precious Savior. In your Name.
Amen.
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Extra Credit: Great verses on Faith
Not surprisingly, some of the most wonderful passages in the Bible are about faith.
Matthew 9:2
Some men brought to him a paralytic, lying on a mat. When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the
paralytic, "Take heart, son; your sins are forgiven."
Matthew 15:28
Then Jesus answered, "Woman, you have great faith! Your request is granted." And her daughter was
healed from that very hour.
Matthew 17:20
He replied, "Because you have so little faith. I tell you the truth, if you have faith as small as a mustard
seed, you can say to this mountain, 'Move from here to there' and it will move. Nothing will be
impossible for you. "
Mark 10:52
And Jesus said to him, "Go your way; your faith has made you well." And immediately he regained his
sight and began following Him on the road
Romans 3:28
Therefore we conclude that a person is justified by faith apart from the deeds of the law.
1 Corinthians 16:13
Be on your guard; stand firm in the faith; be of courage; be strong.
2 Corinthians 5:7
We live by faith, not by sight.
Ephesians 2:8
For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith--and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of
God-Ephesians 6:16
In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows
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of the evil one.
1 Thessalonians 1:3
We continually remember before our God and Father your work produced by faith, your labor
prompted by love, and your endurance inspired by hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.
1 Timothy 6:11
But you, man of God, flee from all this, and pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance and
gentleness.
2 Timothy 4:7
I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.
Titus 1:2
a faith and knowledge resting on the hope of eternal life, which God, who does not lie, promised before
the beginning of time,
Hebrews 11:1
Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.
James 2:17
Thus also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead.
1 Peter 1:7
These have come so that your faith--of greater worth than gold, which perishes even though refined by
fire--may be proved genuine and may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed.
1 Peter 1:21
Through him you believe in God, who raised him from the dead and glorified him, and so your faith
and hope are in God.
1 Peter 5:9
Resist him, standing firm in the faith, because you know that your brothers and sisters throughout the
world are undergoing the same kind of sufferings.
1 John 5:4
for everyone born of God overcomes the world. This is the victory that has overcome the world, our
faith.
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The First Amendment

Here’s what it says:
"Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise
thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to
assemble, and to petition the government for a redress of grievances."
The First Amendment contains two clauses concerning the freedom of religion. The Establishment
Clause states that the "Congress shall make no law respecting the establishment of religion." The Free
Exercise Clause adds, "or prohibiting the free exercise thereof." This amendment rejected the
European model of a state religion.
When the amendment was ratified in 1791 it applied only to the federal government and its laws.
States were still free to do as they wished. In fact, Massachusetts was officially a Congregational state
until 1833. One of the churches I served was built using tax payer dollars. In colonial days all the
residents of the village were taxed to pay for a new Congregational church. Those were the good ole
days!
Shortly after Thomas Jefferson was elected president, Baptists from Connecticut asked him to declare
a national day of fasting in order to help the country heal from a bitterly fought presidential campaign.
Jefferson disagreed, feeling that the First Amendment established a "wall of separation" between
church and state. Others presidents, government officials and courts have seen it differently through
the years (see below). A few days after September 11, 2001 President Bush called for Americans to
assemble in their houses of worship for noontime prayer for the nation. Most churches were packed.

Page 57

Question: what are the advantages of a wall of separation between church and state? What are the
disadvantages?
Question: Was the First Amendment meant to keep the church out of the state or the state out of the
church? Or both?
Prayer: Holy God, thank you for the freedom to worship you in many and various ways. Inspire us to
be a nation of worshippers. In your Name. Amen.

Extra Credit: Teaching About Religion
Question: What is the difference between teaching religion confessionally vs teaching about religion
objectively?
Answer: the former is unconstitutional. The latter is not.
On a number of occasions, the United States Supreme Court has affirmed that it is constitutional to
teach about religion in the public schools.
Justice Robert Jackson in McCollum v. Board of Education (1948) wrote, "Music without sacred
music, architecture minus the cathedral, or painting without the scriptural themes would be eccentric
and incomplete, even from a secular point of view . . . Certainly a course in English literature that
omitted the Bible and other powerful uses of our mother tongue for religious ends would be pretty
barren."
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Justice Thomas Clark in Abington v. Schempp (1963) wrote: "It might well be said that one's education
is not complete without a study of comparative religion or the history of religion and its relationship to
the advancement of civilization."
Justice Lewis Powell in Edwards v. Aguillard (1987) wrote, "Courses in comparative religion of
course are customary and constitutionally appropriate."
Amen.
(The information in the “Extra Credit” section comes from Stephen Prothero’s Religious Literacy, pp.
128-129.)
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God

St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) spent 7 years writing his theological masterpiece, “Summa
Theologica.” It was his attempt to present the entire breath of Christian theology in a systematic
format. On December 6, 1273 Thomas was celebrating Mass when he heard Christ speak to him.
Christ asked him what he desired. Thomas replied “Only you, Lord. Only you.” Following this
exchange Thomas had an intense, supernatural experience with God. It was so profound that he refused
to go back to work on his masterpiece. When his assistant Reginald of Piperno begged him to return to
his writing, Thomas replied, “Reginald, I cannot, because all that I have written seems like straw to
me.” Thomas Aquinas left his sum of all theology incomplete and unfinished. He died 3 months later.
I share this story because I think it captures an important issue when it comes to the study of God,
theology. The issue is our words fall short, and yet we must use them. The issue is our finite minds
will never fully understand the Infinite One, and yet we’re driven to try. The issue is God is knowable
but not completely. God is revealed and yet concealed, And most profoundly, God transcends human
reason and human comprehension, and yet God was incarnated in human form.
Question: If we’ll never fully understand the mystery of God this side of
heaven, why even try?
Two thoughts . . .
First, there is much we can know about the Infinite One. The Bible is filled with descriptions of God
from mere mortals like us who encountered Divinity along the way. Here are just a few of the
descriptions found in the scriptures: Mighty One, Faithful, Living, Eternal, Holy, Righteous, Rock,
Redeemer, Savior, Almighty, Fortress, Judge, Strength, Justice, Truth, Compassionate, Forgiving,
Love, Abba, Mother, Healer.
And secondly, Jesus Christ has made known the character of God. This is the centerpiece of Christian
theology. “Christ is the image of the invisible God.” (Colossians 1:15). He’s God’s Word (Message)
to us made flesh (John 1:14).
Prayer: What do we desire, O God? Only You, Lord. Only You. Give us hearts
to know you, minds to understand your ways, and spirits filled and guided
by your Spirit. Amen.
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God's Guidance

We Christians talk about God leading us. We pray and ask God to guide us. We sing about God’s leading,
“Lead On, O King, Eternal,” “Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah,” “He Leadeth Me, O Blessed
Thought.” But does God lead us? And if so, how?

Here are some of the classic ways that people of faith have sought God’s guidance:
1.

Inner Peace.

God often gives us a sense of inner peace when we are on the right path.
Scripture: Let the Peace of Christ rule in your hearts. - Col. 3:15
We allow the gift of God’s peace to be our rule and guide.
2.

A Restlessness, Yearning for more.

Sometimes the opposite of #1 guides us! We have an inner restlessness, a sense that God is calling us
in a new direction. Consider the calling of the first disciples. Jesus simply said, “Come, Follow Me.”
There must have been something already stirring in their hearts for them to respond the way they did.
3.

An Open Door.

Sometimes God leads us by simply presenting us with an opportunity, an “open door.” The Apostle
Paul seemed to utilize this method.
Scripture: I will stay in Ephesus until Pentecost, for a wide door for effective work has opened to me. I Cor. 16:9
When I came to Troas to proclaim the good news of Christ, a door was opened for me in the Lord.
- II Cor. 2:12
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4.

Other People.

God guides us through the counsel of those who know us and love us.
Scripture: Plans fail for lack of counsel, but with many advisors they succeed.
- Proverbs 15:22
5.

Common Sense.

God leads us as we use our own reasoning and common sense.
Paul used this method as well.
Scripture: It seemed necessary for me to send Epaphroditus to you. - Phil.2:25
It seemed best to the Holy Spirit & to us to impose on you not further burden.
- Acts 15:28
6.

The Delight of Your Heart

Often God’s will for us is found in what makes us feel most alive!
Frederick Buechner put it this way: “The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness
and the world’s deep hunger meet.”
Scripture: Take delight in the Lord, and he will give you the desires of your heart.
- Psalm 37:4

7.

Scripture and Christian Values

The Ten Commandments & teachings of Christ guide and direct our actions, as do the values that are
taught in the Bible – honesty, humility, generosity, forgiveness, etc.
Scripture: Thy Word is a lamp unto my feet and

8.

a light unto my path. – Psalm 119:105

Opening Our Eyes

Sometimes through prayer God figuratively opens our eyes and helps us see what was already there.
Biblical scholars point out that a number of Jesus’ miracles were healing the blind, and that by doing
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so Christ was suggesting that many around him were spiritually blind. He came to open our eyes to his
kingdom. At our discussion Betsy mentioned that service to others helps her receive God’s guidance
and make better decisions, because in the act of serving she sees beyond her own little world.
9.

Walk & Trust

Instead of showing us the entire journey, God often gives us just enough light to see the next few steps.
So we must simply walk and trust that God is guiding us, that God’s will will be done.
Scripture: I will return to you if God wills. - Acts. 18:21
Asking that by God’s will I may somehow at last succeed in coming to you. - Romans 1:10
10. Co-Creators with God
I love the children’s books where the child helps write the story. At the end of each chapter the child
has choices about what the main character will do. The child makes the choice and then reads the
appropriate section. At the end of that section comes another series of choices. The child and the
author help create the story that the child experiences. God leads like that, combining our choices with
God’s will and grace.
Prayer: Lead us, O God. Direct our thoughts, our attitudes and our steps that we may walk in your
ways and live in your kingdom. Amen.

Page 63

Gospel – What’s in a Word?

What’s in a word? In this case, a lot.
Mark begins his account of the life of Christ with these words:
The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. - Mark 1:1
The word, “gospel,” means “good news.” It’s not just any good news. It’s the good news of Jesus
Christ - his life, his teachings, his sacrifice, his resurrection and his ongoing presence in the world and
in our lives. This message is good news for the world and good news for each of us. So if the gospel
we proclaim is not truly good, wonderful news, then we’ve misunderstood its essence.
Question: In what way is the gospel of Christ good news for the world today? In what way is the
gospel of Christ good news for you today?
Prayer: Lord, help me understand the beauty of the gospel. Help me to marvel at your sacrificial love
and to live out this good news with joy and gratitude. Amen.
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The Gospels

A new literary genre.
There are of course four gospels in the New Testament - Matthew, Mark, Luke & John - four accounts
of the life, teachings, death and resurrection of Jesus. The gospels are a unique literary genre - part
biography, part spiritual treatise, preserving the teachings of Christ for us.
Question: The Gospels writers spend about a third of their writing on the events of just one week in
Jesus’ life - Holy Week. What point are they most likely making?

The Synoptics + John
Matthew, Mark and Luke are called the “synoptic” gospels because they “see together” a lot of the
same things. Mark was apparently written first, for almost all of his material is found in Matthew and
Luke. John’s gospel was probably written last, as he shares completely different teachings from Christ.
92% of John’s material is unique to his gospel. Most notably, John records the “I am” statements - “I
am . . . the Bread of Life . . . the Light of the World . . . the Good Shepherd . . . the Gate for the Sheep .
. . the Resurrection and the Life . . . the Way, the Truth & the Life, and . . . the True Vine.”

One Good News, Four Distinct Views
Matthew wrote his gospel for a Jewish audience, stressing that Jesus is the promised Messiah.
Mark wrote his gospel most likely for a Roman audience, showing Jesus to be the obedient servant of
God.
Luke wrote his gospel for a Gentile audience, for a Greek culture, showing Jesus to be Perfect Man and
a Savior for all.
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John wrote his gospel for Jews & Gentiles, showing Jesus to be the Son of God.
Question: Why is it helpful to have more than one account of the life of Christ?

The Purpose of the Gospels
Two gospel writers tell us why they recorded what they did:
Luke 1:1-4
Since many have undertaken to set down an orderly account of the events that have been fulfilled
among us, just as they were handed on to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and
servants of the word, I too decided, after investigating everything carefully from the very first, to write
an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the truth concerning the
things about which you have been instructed.
John 20:30-31
Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book. But
these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that
through believing you may have life in his name.
Questions:
Luke says he was writing so folks might know the truth. How convinced are you regarding the
truthfulness of what he’s recorded? (if you’re not very certain the next entry should help).
John says he writes so that we might have a new kind of life, one that is found in relationship with God
through Christ. How have you experienced this new life?
Prayer:
Gracious God, thank you for the gospels. Inspire me to read them, believe them and most of all live
them with the New Life you offer from above. In Your Name. Amen.

Extra Credit:
The traditional symbols for the gospel writers are:
Matthew - A Winged Man (Jesus is the Messiah come from God)
Mark - A Lion (symbol of courage and royalty)
Luke - An Ox or Bull (sacrifice, service, strength)
John - The Eagle (a symbol of the sky, the highest view of Christ)
The wings on each symbolize divine inspiration.
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Are the Gospel Documents Reliable?

Question: Are the Gospel Documents Reliable?
10 Reasons to Say “Yes”
1. The Rabbinical Method of Teaching was thorough and intense. Jewish Rabbis made their disciples
memorize their teachings verbatim. An emphasis was placed on understanding what they had
memorized.
2. Eyewitnesses were still living as the documents were being written and circulated. They would
have strongly objected to false material.
3. The willingness of the disciples to undergo persecution and martyrdom shows their belief in the
truthfulness of what they were reporting.
4. The writers of the NT resisted the temptation to change embarrassing statements. This shows their
commitment to accuracy.
Mark 9:1 “some will not pass away before the Kingdom comes in power.”
Matthew 1 This genealogy is not correct. Someone could have corrected it.
5. They preserved words they could not begin to understand. Jesus’ treatment of women & children
was not comprehended by the early church, yet they recorded his words.
Ex. Jesus said we must become like a child. Paul says don’t be like little children. Ancient
culture ignored children as unimportant.
6. They preserved things that at the time of writing were no longer applicable to the early church.
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Ex. Question about the Temple Tax - Matt. 17:24
Ex. Jesus’ instruction the disciples not to go to the Gentiles - Matt. 10:5
7. The writers could have written answers into the mouth of Jesus to problems they were facing in the
early church. But they did not.
8. The Gospel writers could have written some of Paul’s memorable sayings back into the words of
Jesus. But they did not.
9. On the job training. During his time with them Jesus, "sent them out to preach the kingdom of God
and to heal the sick" (Luke 9:2). What were they teaching? His material, his Good News. Teaching
it to others helped the disciples thoroughly learn Christ’s teachings.
10. Jesus’ Teaching Methods made it easy to remember what he said. He utilized:
Picturesque speech - a spec & log in eye
Puns - Petros & Petra, Peter & Rock
Proverbs - “Judge not, lest you too be judged”
Poetry - Luke 6:27-28, Mark 8:35, Luke 17:26
Parables - the most striking feature of his teaching
All of the above would assist the disciples in remembering his teachings, especially when you consider
that Jesus repeated himself on a number of occasions. Repetition promotes retention.
The material above comes from several lectures given by Dr. Bruce M. Metzger,
Professor of New Testament, Princeton Theological Seminary, and Chair of
the Committee of Translators for the RSV and NRSV Bibles.
Prayer: Lord Jesus, thank you for the faith and faithfulness of those who recorded and preserved your
teachings for us. Amen.
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Grace

It happens every mission trip. The resident is appreciative of the work being done by 5 kids and an
adult for a solid week. Houses get painted. Porches get repaired or replaced. Windows get caulked.
Lives get touched. Hearts get blessed.
It usually happens midweek as the home owner becomes more and more comfortable with the
experience. It’s then that they ask,
"Hey, how much do you kids get paid for all this work?"
"We don't get paid anything," they reply. "We have to pay to come on these trips, and we have to raise
money all year long to come."
It’s a moment of grace. Pure grace.
C.S. Lewis said that grace is Christianity’s chief contribution to the study of God.
St. Paul taught us that it’s "by grace that we are saved" (Ephesians 2:5).
Grace is a free gift. Theologically it’s the free gift of God’s love. Unmerited. Unearned. Unlimited. It
can’t be earned. Therefore, it can never be lost, because we didn’t earn it in the first place. God simply
loves us. Period.
Questions:
How have you experienced grace in your life?
How have you experienced God’s grace in your life?
Prayer: Thank You, Loving God, for the gift of your acceptance, your favor and your love. Thank you
for showering us with every spiritual blessing in Christ. Thank you for the gift of salvation and the gift
of your unconditional love. Amen.
Extra Credit
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John Newton’s “Amazing Grace”

It’s perhaps the most beloved hymn of all time; yet it can be a little disconcerting calling ourselves
“wretches.”
Amazing Grace how sweat the sound
That saved a wretch like me.
I once was lost but now am found
‘Twas blind but now I see.
This might help. The composer, John Newton, led a rather wretched life for a number of years. He was
a sailor as a young man and became involved in the slave trade. He himself was captured and enslaved.
Eventually he became a strong convert to Christianity and a prominent supporter of the abolition of
slavery.
In an influential pamphlet, "Thoughts Upon the Slave Trade," Newton described the horrific conditions
of the slave ships and apologized for "a confession, which ... comes too late ... It will always be a
subject of humiliating reflection to me, that I was once an active instrument in a business at which my
heart now shudders."
It was Newton’s deep awareness of his own sinfulness that led him to pen
such a tribute to God’s Grace.
‘Twas grace that taught my heart to fear,
And grace my fears relieved.
How precious did that grace appear.
The hour I first believed.
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John Newton 1725 - 1807
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Heaven

Twila was always a very calm, even keel person. Nevertheless, I asked her, “Are you afraid, Twila?
Are you afraid of dying?” The doctors said she only had a few weeks. “No,” she replied instantly; “I
did it once before and it was absolutely beautiful.”
From all that I’ve read and heard the accounts are all the same. Those who have died and come back
say it’s amazing on the other side, so much so that they don’t want to return.
It is proof? No. It is evidence? Yes.
I believe in Heaven because Jesus taught that we have a home with God after our life here is complete
(John 14:1-3). I believe in Heaven because I believe that Christ’s victory over the grave is a shared
victory. It’s shared with us.
But I also believe in Heaven because of logic and experience. I experience the love of God here and
now in this life. So to me it logically follows that the eternal God’s relationship with me (and you!)
will not end when we take our last breath.
Former Princeton Theological Seminary President Dr. Thomas Gillespie once put it this way:
By raising Jesus from the dead, God gives us a 'sneak preview' of our own destiny. The risen Christ
declares, 'Because I live, you will live also.' That is where our faith begins. And in this faith our hope
is grounded.
Yet, contrary to popular opinion, faith is not blind. Faith believes in eternal life, not merely because it
is written in the Bible. Faith believes in eternal life, not merely because it is taught by the Church. But
rather, faith believes in eternal life because it is experienced now in this life. Faith believes because it
knows.
Here’s a thought: Heaven is perfectly consistent with the love of God.
Prayer: Thank You, Gracious God, that your love is eternal and therefore so is my life in you. In the
Name of the Risen Lord. Amen.
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Extra Credit:
Martin Copenhaver is a U.C.C. pastor and author. He once wrote this about eternal life.
"God cannot be indifferent about our destiny any more than a mother can forget the name of her own
child. To believe in eternal life, then, is not to believe in something in addition to believing in God. To
believe in eternal life is to believe in this kind of loving God. There is another way to put it. If we
believe in God--a God of justice rather than a God of indifference, a God who fulfills rather than
taunts, a God who loves rather than torments--then eternal life is simply too good not to be true."
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Heilsgeschichte

There are some words you just never forget. “Heilsgeschichte” is one of them. It’s German for,
“salvation history.” It’s pronounced, “Hiles-ga-schick-ta.” Trust me. Heilsgeschichte is something
Biblical scholars and theologians notice in the scriptures.
In the Old Testament it’s the redemptive history of God and the Jews. In the New Testament it’s the
savings acts of Jesus Christ.
Scholars believe that this is the first and therefore the oldest telling of the sacred history
"A wandering Aramean was my ancestor; he went down into Egypt and lived there as an alien, few in
number, and there he became a great nation, mighty and populous. When the Egyptians treated us
harshly and afflicted us, by imposing hard labor on us, we cried to the Lord, the God of our ancestors;
the Lord heard our voice and saw our affliction, our toil, and our oppression. The Lord brought us out
of Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, with a terrifying display of power, and with
signs and wonders; and he brought us into this place and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk
and honey."
- Deut. 26:5-9
The Jews also sang their holy history. Psalms 44, 68, 78, 105, 106, 114 all retell the sacred story. The
story of Jesus’ life, death, resurrection and return is the heilsgeschichte of the New Testament. We
retell it at every communion service.
Sacred history culminates in the Return of Christ. The idea of heilsgeschichte is in direct contrast to the
ancient Greek view that history is meaningless. The biblical view is that God is working in human
history, and that history is heading somewhere - to the coming of the Kingdom of God.
Prayer. God of the ages, give me the faith to believe in sacred history, that life is not meaningless and
that history will culminate in You. Amen.
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Hell

We were having a discussion one night at youth group about heaven and hell. I love talking about big
issues with others, especially teens, because sometimes they say the most insightful things. That night
a young man named Jordan said it best: "I believe in hell. I just don't think it's a very big place."
Some folks seem to think of it as just the opposite, which is quite a sad outlook if you really think
about it. Brian McLaren once challenged this view with an analogy that goes something like this: If
folks are being tortured in your basement, how much of a party can you really have upstairs in your
living room?
I believe the point of heaven and hell is that this world matters. How we live matters. What we do with
what God has given us matters.
Here’s a thought: The point about heaven and hell is not the afterlife but this life. It’s to motivate us for
this life here and now!
Prayer: Loving and Gracious God, help me to live this day as a Citizen of Heaven. In Your Name.
Amen.
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Extra credit
Somewhere in his writings C.S. Lewis wonders aloud if hell is eternal. Maybe it’s a temporary place
until something essential is learned?
Maybe in the end, it’s as author Rob Bell suggests, "Love Wins." This view is called "Christian
Universalism." It’s the belief that Jesus Christ is indeed the Savior of the world and that everyone is
saved because of him, regardless if they believe in him or not. His love and grace will have the last
word. "As all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ" (I Cor. 15:21-22)
Let me give the last word at the moment however to Brian McLaren:
"It's none of your business who does and does not go to hell. It is your business to be warned by it and
to run, not walk, in the opposite direction! It is your business to love God with all your heart, soul,
mind and strength, to love your neighbor as yourself, to have confidence in Jesus Christ and live as
Jesus lived. Let the imagery of hell remind you that life is serious business, that there are real
consequences to how we live and believe, that justice and injustice ultimately matter more than most of
what people worry about. Now stop speculating about hell and start living for heaven!"
From A New Kind of Christian, p. 126
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Holy Wars & the Bible

Let’s be honest, there are some difficult and troubling passages in the Bible. And for some they’re
quite a stumbling block when it comes to faith. Here’s an example:
Samuel said to Saul, ‘The LORD sent me to anoint you king over his people Israel; now therefore listen
to the words of the LORD. Thus says the LORD of hosts, “I will punish the Amalekites for what they did
in opposing the Israelites when they came up out of Egypt. Now go and attack Amalek, and utterly
destroy all that they have; do not spare them, but kill both man and woman, child and infant, ox and
sheep, camel and donkey.” - I Samuel 15: 1-3
What do we do with this passage and others like it? Would God really give a command like that?
Would Jesus? It’s one thing to be upset with the Amalekites for opposing the Israelites, but it’s quite
another thing to kill every man, woman and child. We’ve covered the “Just War Theory,” which
prohibits targeting civilians. How can it be that theologians have higher standards than God?
So what do we do with this passage? How are we to make sense of it? Here are two responses that are
common among Biblical scholars today:
1 As Christians we view every passage through the lens of Christ. We evaluate and even critique
passages in the Bible based on what we know about God from the life and teachings of Jesus of
Nazareth. Would the One who taught his disciples to “put down the sword” and love one’s enemies
ever give the command Samuel did on behalf of God? Absolutely not. So we have to say that this
passage doesn’t measure up to what we know about God, as seen in Jesus.
2

Ancient people wrote history differently than we do. They believed that if something happened it
must have been the will of God, or the will of the gods. So, if Joshua, when he fought the Battle of
Jericho, killed every man, woman & child, ancient writers/historians would record it by saying that
God must have told Joshua to kill every man, woman & child (cf. Joshua 6 & Joshua 8) That’s just
the way they wrote history. It’s not of course the way we look at it today.
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Here’s a thought: We look at every passage through the lens of Christ.
Prayer: God, thank You for the clear picture we get of You in Jesus. Amen.

Extra Credit:
This is why I’m not a Fundamentalist, one who takes all the Bible literally. If you take these troubling
passages literally it causes one to come up with all sorts of theories of why God would command the
Israelites to slaughter the innocents (“God needed the Holy Land to be pure for his people.”). I find
such explanations an offense to logic and to God. We can take the Bible seriously, but we don’t have
to take it all literally.
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Homosexuality and the Bible

"It's just not normal, Rich," he said emphatically. "Homosexuality is not normal." To which I
replied, "Of course it's not normal to you, my friend - you're not gay!"
I know of a large family made up of several sons. Two of those sons happen to be gay. Both of them
are faith-filled committed Christians. One believes it’s best to remain celibate. The other does not.
Here’s a thought: maybe we should let gay folks decide for themselves, and the rest of us should just
mind our own business.
As a Christian and lover of the Bible, however, I can’t ignore what it says. Yet when I read the Old
Testament passages on the subject (Gen. 19:5, Lev. 18:22 & 20:13) I can’t help but be reminded that
these same books instruct men to shun menstruating women, and avoid pork (and all animals with a
cloven hoof) as well as shellfish. At the same time these books allow for slavery and polygamy. So it
shouldn’t surprise me that the ancient Israelites (3500 years ago) weren’t up-to-date on everything.
The Apostle Paul mentions the issue (perhaps) in three passages (Rom. 1:26-27, I Cor. 6:9 & I Tim.
1:9-10). But here’s the thing - Paul never knew Jim & Billy, two friends of mine who’ve been together
for over 25 years. Listen to what the late Harvard Chaplain, Rev. Peter Gomes says:
"The homosexuality Paul would have known and to which he makes reference in his letter, particularly
to the Romans, has to do with pederasty and male prostitution, and he particularly condemns those
heterosexual men and women who assume homosexual practices . . . All Paul knew of homosexuality
was the debauched pagan expression of it . . . 'Sodomite' as we now know, refers almost exclusively to
a male prostitute, and is not a Pauline synonym for 'homosexual,' as we understand that term."
So St. Paul is not condemning Jim & Billy! He’s condemning very pagan and immoral practices
(heterosexual men visiting male prostitutes in pagan temples. Yikes. I’d like to speak out against that
as well.)
Prayer: Gracious and Holy God, thank you for your love for all people. Forgive your church for not
always welcoming all people. Teach us all to love as you love. Amen.

The "I Am" Statements
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Each of the 4 Gospels has its unique features. Matthew uses the phrase, “this happened to fulfill what
was written by the prophet . . .” because Matthew’s aim is to demonstrate that Jesus is the long-awaited
Jewish Messiah, foretold by the prophets. Mark uses the word “immediately” a lot, as he tells us story
after story of a fast-moving Messiah. Luke pays special attention to the poor, to women and to prayer.
The key feature of the Gospel of John are the “I Am” statements of Jesus.
Here they are:
"I am the bread of life" (John 6:35, 48, 51)
"I am the light of the world" (John 8:12)
"I am the door of the sheep"(John 10:7, 9)
"I am the good shepherd" (John 10:11, 14)
"I am the resurrection, and the life" (John 11:25)
"I am the way, the truth, and the life" (John 14:6)
"I am the true vine" (John 15:1, 5)

They’re very similar to statements attributed to God in the Old Testament - “I am the Lord your God,
who brought you out of Egypt.” They’re also an intentional echo of the name of God given to Moses at
the burning bush - ‘“I am who I am,” said the Lord. Tell them ‘I Am’ has sent you” (Ex. 3:14). Jesus
clearly has this in mind when he says, “Before Abraham was, I am” (John 8:58). Poor grammar (in all
due respect), amazing theology.

Question: Which of these statements is most meaningful to you? Which one best describes your
experience of Christ?
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Prayer: Thank You, Lord Jesus, for giving us a variety of ways to understand who you are for us.
Amen.

Extra Credit: Praying the “I Am’s”
The goal of the Bible is to lead us to God. Therefore, I always try to read scripture asking myself the
question - how can I pray this into my life. Meditating on each of these statements would be one
powerful way. Here’s another way.
"I am the bread of life" (John 6:35,48,51).
Feed me, dead Lord, with this Bread.
"I am the light of the world" (John 8:12).
Shine your Light upon me and in front of me always.
"I am the door of the sheep"(John 10:7,9).
Bless my going out and my coming in, O God. Lead me through your Door.
"I am the good shepherd" (John 10:11,14).
I need You, Good Shepherd. Keep me close to your side.
"I am the resurrection, and the life" (John 11:25).
Help me to live in the New Life of your Resurrection, now and forever.
"I am the way, the truth, and the life" (John 14:6).
Help me to follow in your Way, to know your Truth, to be filled with your Life.
"I am the true vine" (John 15:1,5).
Keep me connected to the True Vine that I might produce the fruit You desire.

iChurch
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It’s become quite fashionable to say, “I’m spiritual, just not religious.” Another version goes like
this, “I’m into God and Jesus, just not church.”
I understand what folks mean when they say these things, but still it sometimes feels like a subtle putdown of the church, or a slightly prideful way of saying, “I don’t need church. I can figure it out on my
own.”
It seems to me that the big advantage of the church is that we get to try and figure it out together. And
not just with one another. We have spiritual teachings that date back 4000 years. We have forms of
worship and ways to encounter God that go back just as far. And at the heart of it all is spirituality communion with God. That’s why we sing hymns, recite prayers and study the scriptures. I love
church because I love God. And I find God within the church, its people and its ministries.
There are two beautiful images for the church in the New Testament.
One is the Church as the Bride of Christ (Revelation 19:7). This image speaks of living in partnership,
in covenant and in union with God. The church is a gathering for those who seek to live in a loving
partnership with God. It’s a gathering for those who love God, who seek to live as God’s Beloved.
The other important image for the church is the church as the Body of Christ (I Cor. 12:27). The
church is to be a physical manifestation of Christ upon this earth. We’re to do what He would do if
Jesus were physically here today.
After WWII ended a small town in England was being rebuilt. One of the town’s prize possessions was
a statue of Christ that stood in the center of the village. Workers gathered the pieces of the statue
together to reassemble it, but something was missing - the hands. They considered contacting the
original sculptor to ask him to recreate what was missing. But someone had a better idea. They crafted
a sign that was placed at the base of the statue. It said, “You are the hands of Christ.”
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Question: Which image speaks to you more - the church as the Bride of Christ or the Body of Christ?
Prayer by St. Teresa of Avila
Lord Christ,
You have no body on earth but ours,
No hands but ours,
No feet but ours.
Ours are the eyes through which your compassion
Must look out on the world.
Ours are the feet by which you may still
Go about doing good.
Ours are the hands with which
You bless people now.
Bless our minds and bodies,
That we may be a blessing to others.
Amen
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Imago Dei

It’s one of the most striking and profound passages in all the Bible:
Then God said, "Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness; and let them have
dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the
wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth." So God created
humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them.
Theologians call it the "Imago Dei," the image or likeness of God. It’s the idea that something in our
inner nature reflects something vital about God. I get a kick out of the fact that what exactly this bold
and beautiful claim means is never spelled out in scripture! I guess we’re supposed to figure it out
ourselves . . .
Question: What is it within us that most reflects the character of God?
The most common answers to this question through the years are things like: our intelligence,
personality, rationality and morality, our sense of justice, as well as the fact that we are spiritual and
relational beings.
Here’s a thought: The next person you see is a walking reflection of the character of God. Look for it.
Prayer: Thank You, God, that something in my essence is a reflection of who You are. Help me to let it
shine! Amen.
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Extra Credit
Theologians have written volumes about the Imago Dei, human beings made in God’s image. One
question that has been debated for centuries is this: Did the “Fall” of humanity and the introduction of
sin into the world remove the Imago Dei? Most theologians today answer, no. The image of God
within us is not wiped out by our sin. It is however sullied by sin. Therefore, salvation and
sanctification are designed to restore the image of God within us.
Our true nature is a reflection of who God is. Our calling is to restore that image, to make that likeness
within us visible and real.
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Incarnation

In·car·na·tion
It’s from the Latin words in and carn (meaning flesh).
Incarnation is the act of taking on a human body. It’s what God did for us at Christmas. “The Word
became flesh and dwelt among us," as St. John put it. (John 1:14)
When you want the job done right you have to do it yourself. God wanted us to know "the wonders of
his love." God wanted to clear up any confusion about the heart of Divinity. And so God sent Jesus to
embody God’s essence, to make God’s love visible.
What does God look like? God looks like Jesus.
How does God act? God acts like Jesus.
How does God love, forgive & inspire? Just like Jesus.
"Christ is the image of the invisible God," wrote St. Paul (Col. 1:15). So when you’ve seen Jesus
you’ve seen God. And if God loves like Jesus, we’re in good shape.
Prayer: Thank You, dear Jesus, for becoming a child of this world so that we might learn how to live as
citizens of the world to come. Amen.
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Extra Credit:
Tony Campolo’s “The Ant-Man”
Imagine for a moment that you are a scientist and you study ants. This may be a little hard to imagine,
but give it a try. You are the world’s foremost authority on ants. And you have come to love ants very,
very much. In fact, you’ve created a beautiful ant farm for many of them to live. It’s a wonderful world
with everything they need - crumbs, sandwiches, picnic baskets, etc. But one day you look down at the
world you’ve created and you notice that your ants are not living up to their potential. They’re fighting.
They’re not working together. They need help! So you send them little messages with suggestions &
guidelines for them. You even inspire certain ants to be prophets, teachers, & role models for the
others. But they’re still not getting it.
Now consider this, if you had supernatural powers what would be the best way for you to get your
message across to the ants? That’s right! You could become an ant! You could take on the body of ant,
and yet you would still have all your human knowledge and intelligence to help them. You would be
the Ant- Man! Fully Human-Fully Ant. Then you could really teach them and show them personally,
face-to-face how to really live.
God did this for us in Jesus. He became one of us. The God-Man! Fully Human-Fully God! Two
distinct natures united in one person. He did this to show us how to live. And to tell us how much we
are loved - "As the Father loves me, so I love you" (John 15:9). Divinity has been revealed - "Whoever
has seen me has seen the Father," says Jesus (John 14:9). Thank God.

Page 88

Just War Theory

The earliest Christians were pacifists. They took Christ’s words very seriously - to love one’s enemies,
to turn the other cheek, to put down the sword. Living in an empire that was persecuting them perhaps
made it easier for them to refuse to fight for the state. That changed when Constantine became a
Christian (312 A.D.), and thus, so did the Roman Empire.
Therefore it fell upon Augustine and later Aquinas to work out the ethics involved in a “just war,” one
that Christians could support and fight in in good conscience. Here’s what they came up with:
Principles of Just-War Theory
1. Last Resort
A just war can only be waged after all peaceful options are considered. The use of force can only
be used as a last resort.
2. Legitimate Authority
A just war is waged by a legitimate authority. A war cannot be waged by individuals or groups that
do not constitute the legitimate government.
3. Just Cause
A just war needs to be in response to a wrong suffered. Self-defense against an attack always
constitutes a just war; however, the war needs to be fought with the objective to correct the
inflicted wound.
4. Probability of Success
In order for a war to be just, there must be a rational possibility of success. A nation cannot enter
into a war with a hopeless cause.
5. Right Intention
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The primary objective of a just war is to re-establish peace. In particular, the peace after the war
should exceed the peace that would have succeeded without the use of force. The aim of the use of
force must be justice.
6. Proportionality
The violence in a just war must be proportional to the casualties suffered. The nations involved in
the war must avoid disproportionate military action and only use the amount of force absolutely
necessary.
7. Civilian Casualties
The use of force must distinguish between the militia and civilians. Innocent citizens must never be
the target of war; soldiers should always avoid killing civilians. The deaths of civilians are only
justified when they are unavoidable victims of a military attack on a strategic target.
Prayer: God of Peace, may our wars be few and when they cannot be avoided may they be just. Guide
us in the paths of peace and justice. Teach the nations of the world a better way to work out our
differences. In Your Holy Name. Amen.
Extra Credit: Food for thought:
Does modern warfare (smart bombs, drones, cyber-attacks, etc.) help or hurt compliance with the
principles of the “just war” theory?
Does the “war on terror” come into conflict with any of these principles?
Can an uprising of the people to overthrow an unjust government be harmonized with #2? (most
Christian ethetists say yes)
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Justice
Justice is a very important word in the Bible. Justice matters to our God. Take a look:
"What does the Lord require of thee? To do justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your
God." - Micah 6:8
"Let justice roll down like water and righteousness like an everflowing stream." - Amos 5:24
"You have neglected the weightier matters of the law - justice, mercy and faithfulness."
- Jesus in Matt. 23:23
The concept of justice in the Bible is rooted in the very nature and character of God.
"He is the Rock, his ways are perfect, and all his ways are just. A faithful God who does no wrong,
upright and just is he." - Deut. 32:4
Justice in the Bible is a personal and societal issue. We’re to “do justice,” to strive to make the world
more fair, more just for all. We’re also to build a society that is just and fair, one that protects the weak
and defends the powerless.
Questions:
If justice is living in harmony with the ways of our God who is just, what are some of the ways that our
society is in disharmony with God and justice?
Given the disparity between God’s ways and the reality of our world, what does it mean for us to “do
justice”?
Prayer:
God of Justice, help us to build a world that reflects your nature. Amen.

Extra Credit:
Jeremiah says that knowing God involves justice:
Are you a king because you compete in cedar? Did not your father eat and drink and do justice and
righteousness? Then it was well with him. He judged the cause of the poor and needy; then it was well.
Is not this to know me? says the Lord.
- Jeremiah 22:15-16

God speaks through Isaiah telling the people that spirituality and justice go hand in hand:
Yet day after day they seek me and delight to know my ways, as if they were a nation that practiced
righteousness and did not forsake the ordinance of their God; they ask of me righteous judgments, they
delight to draw near to God. “Why do we fast, but you do not see? Why humble ourselves, but you do
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not notice?” Look, you serve your own interest on your fast day, and oppress all your workers. Look,
you fast only to quarrel and to fight and to strike with a wicked fist. Such fasting as you do today will
not make your voice heard on high.
Is such the fast that I choose, a day to humble oneself? Is it to bow down the head like a bulrush, and
to lie in sackcloth and ashes? Will you call this a fast, a day acceptable to the Lord? Is not this the fast
that I choose: to lose the bonds of injustice, to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free,
and to break every yoke? Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, and bring the homeless poor
into your house; when you see the naked, to cover them, and not to hide yourself from your own kin?
Then your light shall break forth like the dawn, and your healing shall spring up quickly; your
vindicator shall go before you, the glory of the Lord shall be your rear guard. Then you shall call, and
the Lord will answer; you shall cry for help, and he will say, Here I am. If you remove the yoke from
among you, the pointing of the finger, the speaking of evil, if you offer your food to the hungry and
satisfy the needs of the afflicted, then your light shall rise in the darkness and your gloom be like the
noonday. - Isaiah 58:2-10
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Justification
How can a mere mortal, an imperfect sinner, have a relationship with a holy and perfect God? This is a
question that Christianity seeks to answer.
Justification is the act by which a person is made right with God. The word itself has a bit of a
courtroom image to it. How does a sinner get pardoned? How can one be declared righteous when one
deserves a guilty verdict?
These questions played an important role in the Protestant Reformation. Martin Luther claimed that a
person is justified, sola fide, by faith alone. He based his claim on the Apostle Paul’s teaching in the
New Testament letters to the Romans and the Galatians.
"All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; they are now justified by his grace as a gift,
through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus" (Romans 3:23-24).
"For we hold that a person is justified by faith, apart from the works of the law" (Rom. 3:28).
"Yet we know that a person is justified not by the works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ"
(Galatians 2:16)
Thus justification is by grace through faith. We can only have a relationship with God because God is
gracious enough to extend it to us - through grace! And we accept this relationship by faith - faith in
the goodness and grace of God and in the person and work of Jesus Christ.
Our justification (pardon/acquittal) is not based on anything we’ve done. It’s based on God’s radical
acceptance of us. Amazing Grace. And that’s good news.
Prayer: Holy God, thank you for justifying me through your grace and graciousness. Help me to live
out my gratitude to you this day and always. Amen.
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Lent

Have you ever heard of the “Rolaids Robber”? His name was R.A. Mortland, from Hennepin,
Minnesota. Mr. Mortland clearly found his work too stressful. You see, he robbed convenience stores,
eight to be exact. He got his nickname because he would often ask the store clerks for antacid tablets
while he was waiting for them to hand over the money. He needed antacid because of the stress of
doing what was wrong. I wonder if he ever made that connection?
Lent is about making that connection. It’s about prayerfully searching our lives for the things that don’t
belong, things that diminish our joy, harm our relationships and weaken our spirituality. So if we’re to
give up anything for Lent it’s this - sin. The New Testament word for sin, hamartia, means, “missing
the mark.” It’s an archery term for landing short of the target and missing the bulls eye. One confession
of sin puts it well. It’s “living by less than the best we know.”
This is why we need Lent. Because we need the practices of prayerful reflection, confession and
repentance. We need religious practices that start with the heart. It’s the Control Room of our lives,
that place where decisions are made, values are held or not, where love reigns or doesn’t. God can see
in there quite clearly. It takes us a bit more work. That work is Lent.
So skip the Rolaids, Let’s have Lent instead.
Here’s a thought: Sin is living by less than the best we know.
Question: Instead of giving up something for Lent, is there a spiritual practice you can add? Read a
book of the Bible or another devotional book? Practice meditating on a scripture? Making sure to say
grace before meals? Skipping the afternoon trip to the coffee shop and giving an extra gift for those in
need?
Prayer: Loving God, thank you for the season of Lent. May it be for us a time of honest, fearless soulsearching and gracious transformation by the presence and power of your Spirit within us. Amen.

Extra Credit:
Lent is 40 days long. There are 40 days from Ash Wednesday to Easter, not counting Sundays. 40 as
you may know is an important number in the Bible.
A. In the days of Noah it rained for 40 days & 40 nights.
B. In the days of Jonah God gave Nineveh 40 days to change their ways.
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C. When the Israelites were wandering through the wilderness for 40 years, Moses sent out spies to
explore the Promised Land. Their expedition lasted 40 days.
D. Moses spent 40 days on Mt. Sinai to prepare to receive the Ten Commandments.
E. Following his Baptism Jesus spent 40 days in the wilderness, preparing for his ministry.
F. And following his Resurrection, guess how many days Jesus spent with his disciples before he
ascended to heaven? Yup. 40.
So let’s trust that God will do something powerful and wonderful in our lives over these 40 days!
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Lord, Liar or Lunatic?

Do you know Him?
Here’s a line of thinking that I’ve always found persuasive.
Jesus claimed to be God. Either he was crazy, or he was lying, or he was who he said he was.
This argument was famously put forth by C.S. Lewis in his influential book, Mere Christianity. Lewis
said this:
"I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about Him:
I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept his claim to be God. That is the
one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would
not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic — on the level with the man who says he is
a poached egg — or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man
was, and is, the Son of God or else a madman or something worse. You can shut him up for a fool, you
can spit at him and kill him as a demon or you can fall at his feet and call him Lord and God, but let us
not come with any patronizing nonsense about his being a great human teacher. He has not left that
open to us. He did not intend to. ... Now it seems to me obvious that He was neither a lunatic nor a
fiend: and consequently, however strange or terrifying or unlikely it may seem, I have to accept the
view that He was and is God."
Questions:
Do the teachings of Christ appear to come from the mind of a mad man?
Does everything we know about Jesus suggest that he would lie about something as important as his
identity?
Lord, Liar or Lunatic?
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Prayer: Thank You, Lord, for your incarnation, so that we might see the invisible God. Amen.

Extra Credit:
Some of the claims Christ made of his divinity:
1. He forgave the sins of people he had just met, folks who hadn’t sinned against him, Jesus the man.
They had sinned against God. "Arise. Your sins are forgiven." Ex. Mark 2:5-10
2. He allowed his disciples to worship him (Matt. 28:9).
Jews must worship only God (Commandment #1)
3. He stated that he would return to judge the world at the end of time.
4. He asserted that his teachings were on par and equal to God’s.
“You’ve heard it said, “Thou shall not commit adultery, but I say to you . . .” Matthew 5:21, 27, 38
5. Direct statements:
"I and the Father are one." - John 10:30
"When you've seen me you've seen the Father." - John 14:9
"Before Abraham was, I am." - John 8:58
6. He was crucified under the charge of blasphemy, claiming to be God. John 5:18, John 10:31-33,
Mark 14:60-64
7. He agreed with Thomas’ declaration, "My Lord and My God!" - John 20:26
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The Lord's Prayer

We call it the “Lord’s Prayer,” but it’s really the Disciples’ Prayer. It’s the prayer Christ gave his
disciples to pray.
Let’s review this model prayer given to us by our Savior.
Question: What’s the significance of the first word, "Our"?
Jesus expected that praying with others would and should be part of our discipleship. This basic,
essential prayer is meant to be prayed with others, because meeting with others for prayer, worship and
study is basic and essential for Christ-followers.
"Christianity is first and foremost a religion of community." - Martin Copenhaver
"Our Father"
The address is one of personal intimacy. The point is not maleness but closeness.
"One of the biggest mistakes people make when they think about God is to imagine God as
impersonal." - Eben Alexander, MD
"Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name."
“Hallowed” means holy. It’s an expression of praise. Prayer begins by acknowledging the greatness,
majesty and beauty of our God.
"Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven."
There are two primary reasons for prayer. The first is to commune/unite/become one with our God.
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The second is to seek to align our lives with the will and purposes of God. “Thy will be done, in my
life, through me.”
"Give us this day our daily bread."
Bread of course is a symbol for our basic daily needs. Your daily bread might be a job, a healing, a
restored relationship, or indeed, it might even be bread. Ask God for the things you need.
"Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors."
This is the most challenging part of the prayer and the only part Jesus commented on following it.
We’re to ask for forgiveness only to the degree that we’re giving it to others.
"And lead us, not into temptation, but deliver us from evil."
This part of the prayer is also designed to help us align our lives with the will of God. It also reminds
us that spiritual battles, earthly temptations and even evil are all a part of the world in which we live.
“For yours is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever. Amen."
This part of the prayer is not in the earliest manuscripts of Matthew & Luke. It was a common ending
for ancient Jewish prayers. Thus it may be that Jesus indeed used this ending on occasion. Or it could
be that the earliest Christians, all Jewish for a number of years, added it to Jesus’ original prayer.
Here’s a thought: The Lord’s Prayer takes me 22 seconds to pray (your actual mileage may vary).
Perhaps prayers don’t have to be long and wordy to be heard?
Prayer: Thank You, Gracious God, for this beautiful prayer. Help me to pray it with understanding and
sincerity. Amen.

Extra Credit: Debts vs Trespasses
Why do some Christians say “debts” and some say “trespasses” in the Lord’s Prayer?
Matthew’s version of the Lord’s Prayer (Matt. 6:9-13) uses the word, opheiletes, which is Greek for
debts. Luke’s version (Luke 11:2-4) uses the word, hamartia, which is Greek word for sin. Following
the Lord’s Prayer in Matthew Jesus comments on the importance of forgiving others. For these
comments the word paraptoma is used, which is Greek for trespasses. This seems to be the origin of
the confusion.
In 1549 Thomas Cranmer, the Archbishop of Canterbury, published “The Book of Common Prayer.”
This work and its many versions since has become a classic of faith and spirituality, utilized by
countless Christians of all denominations. Cranmer’s version of the Lord’s Prayer used the word,
trespasses. And this version became the predominant one, even though it’s not the word used in the
Gospels. It’s a bit of a sad story. It would be nice if Christians could agree on the Lord’s
Prayer. And in large part we do.
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Love, Sweet Love

The Bible’s crystal clear on this subject!
"In this life there are three great virtues - faith, hope and love. The greatest of these is love."
I Cor. 13:13
"By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”
John 13:35
The greatest of all the commandments according to Jesus is, “You shall love the Lord your God with
all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind. This is the greatest and first
commandment. And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself." Matt. 2:37-39
We throw the word “love” around a lot. We love our sports teams. We love a good cup of coffee. We
love high-speed internet service. And, we love our God and those who are dear to us.
The Greek language, the language of the New Testament, had several words for love. Philia was used
for the feelings of affection between friends. I was born in Philadelphia, the City of Brotherly Love.
Trust me. Eros, of course, was their word for romantic, physical, sexual love. And storge was their
word for the love between family members.
Agape (uh-GAH-pay") is the word the New Testament uses to describe the love God has for us. This is
the highest form of love - selfless, sacrificial, and unconditional.
"For God so loved (agapeo) the world, that he gave his only Son . . ." John 3:16
"As the Father has loved (agapeo) me, so I have loved (agapeo) you." John 15:
"God is love (agape)." I John 4:8
This is the same quality of love that we are called to. “The greatest of these is agape".
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Question: What’s helpful about having more than one word for love?
Prayer: How profoundly beautiful it is, O Lord, that your very nature is agape. Thank You! Grow
within me that I may be a channel of your love. Amen.

Extra Credit:
The early church took Jesus’ words on love very seriously. This fact was not lost on those outside of
the church. “See how they love one another!” they said. Take a look at this Second Century, “Letter to
Diognetus:”

Christians are indistinguishable from other men either by nationality, language or
customs. They do not inhabit separate cities of their own, or speak a strange dialect, or follow some
outlandish way of life. Their teaching is not based upon reveries inspired by the curiosity of men.
Unlike some other people, they champion no purely human doctrine. With regard to dress, food and
manner of life in general, they follow the customs of whatever city they happen to be living in, whether
it is Greek or foreign.
And yet there is something extraordinary about their lives. They live in their own countries as
though they were only passing through. They play their full role as citizens, but labor under all the
disabilities of aliens. Any country can be their homeland, but for them their homeland, wherever it may
be, is a foreign country. Like others, they marry and have children, but they do not expose them. They
share their meals, but not their wives.
They live in the flesh, but they are not governed by the desires of the flesh. They pass their days
upon earth, but they are citizens of heaven. Obedient to the laws, they yet live on a level that
transcends the law. Christians love all men, but all men persecute them. Condemned because they are
not understood, they are put to death, but raised to life again. They live in poverty, but enrich many;
they are totally destitute, but possess an abundance of everything. They suffer dishonor, but that is
their glory. They are defamed, but vindicated. A blessing is their answer to abuse, deference their
response to insult. For the good they do they receive the punishment of malefactors, but even then they,
rejoice, as though receiving the gift of life.
To speak in general terms, we may say that the Christian is to the world what the soul is to the
body.
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Martin Luther

Martin Luther 1483 - 1546

One of the delightful coincidences of history is that the man who sought to reform our nation and bring
it back to the truth of its founding principles (“that all men are created equal”) was named after the
great reformer, Martin Luther, who sought to bring Christianity back to the truths of its founding
principles as recorded in scripture. Both Martin Luther King, Jr. and Martin Luther were great men of
faith and courage, who faced uphill battles all their lives and persevered because of the strength of their
convictions.
In 1516, a Dominican Friar named Johann Tetzel was sent to Germany by the Roman Catholic Church
to sell “indulgences” in order to raise money to build St. Peter’s Basilica. It was church teaching at the
time that indulgences were an important act of “good works” which could assure one’s salvation.
Martin Luther was a German monk, a catholic priest and a professor of the Bible. He objected to the
selling of indulgences on two major grounds. One he believed that Rome had enough money to build
and shouldn’t be twisting the arms of poor commoners to raise the money. But his strongest objection
was the idea that our good works could assure us of salvation.
Luther taught that salvation is by grace through faith. - sola gratia, sola fide.
Luther essentially started the Protestant Reformation when he wrote of his objections to indulgences
and other church practices in his “Ninety-Five Theses.” Legend has it that he posted the document on
the doors of the Whittenberg Chapel on Oct. 31, 1517. With the advent of the printing press Luther’s
words were soon published and read widely throughout Europe (the newly invented printing press
played a major role in the Reformation!).
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A few things to remember about Luther:
1. He believed that salvation is God’s work, not ours. It’s based on the free gift of God’s grace. We
make this gift our own through faith in Christ. "All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God;
they are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus"
(Romans 3:23-24).
2. He translated the mass and the Bible from Latin into German, so that people could understand what
they were reading and saying.
3. He urged folks to read and study the Bible for themselves.
4. He wrote new hymns, often using the contemporary styles of his day.
5. He believed in the “Priesthood of All Believers,” that we’re all to do God’s work, not just clergy.
Prayer: Thank you, God, for such a man of faith and courage. Give me that same strength of conviction
and devotion to your Good News. Amen.
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Above: Luther’s words at the Diet of Worms, when asked to recant.
Extra Credit:
Luther’s passion and skill with words made him immanently quotable. Here’s a sampling:
Even if I knew that tomorrow the world would go to pieces, I would still plant my apple tree.
To be a Christian without prayer is no more possible than to be alive without breathing.
There is no more lovely, friendly and charming relationship, communion or company than a good
marriage.
Let the wife make the husband glad to come home, and let him make her sorry to see him leave.
Pray, and let God worry.
Next to the Word of God, the noble art of music is the greatest treasure in the world.
The devil does not stay where music is.
War is the greatest plague that can afflict humanity, it destroys religion, it destroys states, it destroys
families. Any scourge is preferable to it.
I feel as if Jesus Christ died only yesterday.
We all carry about in our pockets His very nails.
The Bible is the cradle wherein Christ is laid.
They gave our Master a crown of thorns. Why do we hope for a crown of roses?
To gather with God's people in united adoration of the Father is as necessary to the Christian life as
prayer.
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If you are not allowed to laugh in heaven, I don't want to go there.
The first thing I ask is that people should not make use of my name, and should not call themselves
Lutherans but Christians. What is Luther? The teaching is not mine. Nor was I crucified for anyone.
How did I, poor stinking bag of maggots that I am, come to the point where people call the children of
Christ by my evil name?
The fewer the words, the better the prayer.
The less I pray, the harder it gets; the more I pray, the better it goes.
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Old Testament – the Big Picture

The Hebrew Scriptures, what we call the Old Testament is the story of a People & their God. But it’s
also the story of a People & their Land. Therefore, one of the quickest ways to understand the history
and storyline of the Old Testament is to look at a map . . . or maybe a few maps.
Act I Abraham & Sarah begin the story.

(2000 BC)

The red line below traces Abraham & Sarah’s trip from Ur to the Holy Land. In Genesis 12 God calls
them to leave their homeland and go to a new land where God promises to make them a great nation.
They started walking . . . and the rest is history, the history of the Israelites.

Notice that they started in modern day Kuwait and then journeyed through Iraq, down through
Syria and Lebanon and then into Israel, the Promised Land.
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Act II Patriarchs & Matriarchs

Generation #1: Abraham & Sarah settle in the Promised Land, called Canaan & Palestine in ancient
times.
Generation #2: Isaac & Rebekkah give birth to Jacob & Esau
Generation #3: Jacob & Rachel & Leah & 2 servants have 12 Sons.
Their families become the 12 Tribes of Israel

Act III

Jacob's Family relocates to Egypt

Joseph (Jacob’s favorite son) is sold into slavery by his jealous brothers (think "Joseph & His
Technicolor Dreamcoat") and he ends up in Egypt. When a famine hits Canaan the family goes to
Egypt where Joseph takes care of them. They settle in northern Egypt, in Goshen. There they prosper
for 200 years. But then they are enslaved for the next 200 years.
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Act IV The Exodus (around 1450 BC)

Moses leads the Israelites out of Egypt (miracle of the Red Sea). They camp at the Mt. Sinai State Park
for a year, as Moses is instructed by God upon the mountain. They then journey through the wilderness
for 39 years and end up on the plains of Moab, in modern day Jordan. Moses dies there.

Act V Joshua leads the Israelites into the Promised Land
Joshua leads the Israelites into the Promised Land.
Then a series of “Judges” (military rulers, including Deborah) leads the nation.
But the Israelites want a king just like all the other nations.
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Act VI United Kingdom - Saul, David, Solomon (1000 BC)

Israel is about the size of New Jersey, but without Newark.
Saul was a troubled king.
David was a flawed but great king, writing about half of the psalms.
Solomon was said to be the wisest man who ever lived. Israel’s a great power.

Page 109

Act VII Civil War - The Nation Divided after Solomon's Reign

The Northern Kingdom is called Israel (includes Sea of Galilee).
The Southern Kingdom is called Judah (includes Jerusalem).

Act IIX Defeat & Exile - Babylonian Captivity

The Northern Kingdom falls to the Assyrians, 734-721 BC.
The Southern Kingdom falls to the Babylonians, 586 BC.
Notice that they're almost back where Abraham & Sarah started from - Ur!
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Act IX The Return of the Exiles
538 BC 1st group returns under Zerubbabel
458 BC 2nd group returns under Ezra
432 BC Last group returns under Nehemiah
Jerusalem rebuilt.

That’s the history, geography and story of the Old Testament. It’s a story Christians need to know. For
as Paul wrote:
These things happened to them to serve as an example, and they were written down to instruct us, on
whom the ends of the ages have come. - I Corinthians 10:11

Prayer: Gracious God, thank you for your faithfulness to the Israelites and to us. Make us a faith-filled
people who know you, follow you and make your goodness known to others; for we like the Israelites
have been “blessed to be a blessing.” Amen.
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Pentecost!

You know, every so often in the course of human history there comes a day that changes everything.
July 4, 1776 was one of those days, the birth of our nation. June 6, 1944 was another one of those days,
D-Day, the decisive invasion of WWII. There have been other important days in human history. Aug.
3, 1977, the birth of Tom Brady, or May 17, 2003, the day the Red Sox signed Big Papi.
In our faith, there have been big days as well, days that changed everything. The day (or night) when
Christ was born. The day we now call Good Friday, and of course, Easter Sunday.
Do you know that Pentecost is one of the biggest days in our faith? In the 2000 years of recorded
Biblical history, Pentecost is on the short list of most important days - because it changed everything.
Ever since the Day of Pentecost God is now available to all.
In the Old Testament, God seemed only available to a select few - prophets, priests & kings. Only they
had access to Almighty God, and even then it was only on special occasions - such as on the Day of
Atonement, when the High Priest would enter the Holy of Holies in the Temple, the most sacred place
on the face of the earth, and he’d offer a sacrifice and commune with God. Special person, special
place, special time. Pentecost is the undoing of all that.
Acts 2 records the Day of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit was given to the earliest Christians. We find
these words:
"I will pour out my spirit upon all people - your sons and daughters shall prophesy, and your young
men shall see visions and your old men shall dream dreams." - Acts 2:17
That’s Pentecost. It changed everything.
Here’s a thought: The Holy Spirit is God with us and in us.
Meditate on the Spirit by focusing on your breathing.
Breath in the Holy Spirit.
Breath out the things in your life that don’t belong.

Page 112

Prayer: Thank You, Holy Spirit, that You are God’s power within me. Fill
me. Strengthen me. Use me. Spirit of the Living God, fall afresh on me. Amen.
Extra Credit
The Satellite Dish Illustration

In the Old Testament only a few special people had a “spiritual satellite dish.” They would be tuned in
to the heavens and occasionally hear what God was up to. Then they’d tell the people about it.
Well, because of the gift of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost - everyone now gets a satellite dish.
Everyone and anyone can tune in to God and feel the power!
Pentecost
Pentecost was originally a Jewish holiday, held 50 days after Passover. It was known as the Feast of
Weeks and the Feast of Harvest, celebrating the first harvest of the season. It was a required holiday
for all those living within 20 miles of Jerusalem. Jews also made pilgrimages to Jerusalem to celebrate
it. That’s why there were people from all over the western world gathered there for this particular
Pentecost, recorded in Acts 2.

Page 113

Pope Francis

Pope Francis has made some remarkable statements lately. He has said things we’ve never heard a
pope say before.
"Tell me: When God looks at a gay person, does he endorse the existence of this person with love, or
reject and condemn this person? We must always consider the person."
"If someone is gay and he searches for the Lord, and is a person of good will, who am I to judge?"
He's criticized the church for putting dogma before love, and for prioritizing moral doctrines over
serving the poor. His vision is for an inclusive church, a “home for all” — in striking contrast with his
predecessor, Pope Benedict XVI, the doctrinal defender who envisioned a smaller, purer church.
"The church sometimes has locked itself up in small things, in small-minded rules. The most important
thing is the first proclamation: Jesus Christ has saved you."
"I have a dogmatic certainty: God is in every person’s life. God is in everyone’s life. Even if the life of
a person has been a disaster, even if it is destroyed by vices, drugs or anything else—God is in this
person’s life. You can, you must try to seek God in every human life. Although the life of a person is a
land full of thorns and weeds, there is always a space in which the good seed can grow. You have to
trust God."
"We must meet one another doing good. 'But I don't believe, Father, I am an atheist!' But do good: we
will meet one another there."
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“When it comes to social issues, it is one thing to have a meeting to study the problem of drugs in a
slum neighborhood and quite another thing to go there, live there and understand the problem from
the inside and study it. There is a brilliant letter by Father Arrupe to the Centers for Social Research
and Action on poverty, in which he says clearly that one cannot speak of poverty if one does not
experience poverty, with a direct connection to the places in which there is poverty."
"You know what I think about this? Heads of the Church have often been narcissists, flattered and
thrilled by their courtiers. The court is the leprosy of the papacy."
To many observers Pope Francis has clearly been influenced by a type of theology known as
Liberation Theology. It began as a movement within the Catholic Church in Latin America in the
1950s–1960s and arose principally as a moral reaction to the poverty caused by social injustice in the
region.
Liberation Theology is, "an interpretation of Christian faith through the poor's suffering, their struggle
and hope, and a critique of society and the Catholic faith and Christianity through the eyes of the
poor" (Phillip Berryman).
Liberation Theology identities and focuses on the poor, believing that God is on the side of the poor
and their struggle for justice. "The poor man, the other, reveals to totally Other to us," wrote Peruvian
Priest Gustavo Gutiérrez, who gave the movement its name with his book, A Theology of
Liberation (1968).

Liberation Theology does not believe in a God who is “up there” or “out there,” but rather a God who
is found in the course of human history, as the driving force for justice and in “the crosses of the
oppressed.” God participates in the human struggle for justice.
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Liberation Theology puts ortho-praxis (right living) over ortho-doxy (right belief).
Liberation Theology puts people above the institution.
Liberation Theology has been highly critical of the church for being complicit with those who oppress,
supporting the status quo and legitimating the power of the oppressors.
Prayer: Loving God, Thank You for Pope Francis and his Christ-like vision. Use him to breathe new
life into all your people. Amen.
Extra Credit:
Liberation Theology is not without its critics. Many have seen it as more of a political movement than
a theological one. Its Christology (the person and work of Christ) is often limited to God simply
identifying with the poor and their struggle, as opposed to Christ dying and rising for all people. But
for its call to a compassionate, costly discipleship rooted and grounded in this world, Liberation
Theology is to be commended. It has certainly left its mark on one influential Christian - the one who
lives in a simple apartment in Vatican City.
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The Psalms - Israel's Prayer Book and Ours

The Book of Psalms is found in the middle of our Bibles. The book is comprised of 150 prayers, which
were sung in worship by the ancient Israelites. Reading them is like attending a “school of prayer”
where we learn about praise & passion, honesty and adoration.
“It is impossible to think of any human circumstances which do not find expression in this book. It is
intensely human. The deepest thing is that it is a collection of songs in which human experiences are
brought into the presence of God. They show how man feels and thinks and speaks and acts when he is
conscious of God.
- Campbell Morgan
The psalms were written over a span of 900 years. Ps. 90 is said to be “A Psalm of Moses” (1400s
BC). Ps. 137 was written during the Babylonian Captivity (500s BC).
The Psalms are a beautiful example of Hebrew poetry. Here are some characteristics of such poetry:

No rhyme or regular meter
Passionate & emotional -Psalm 10, 22,
Vivid & Concrete Images - Shepherd, Rock, Fortress
Simile & Metaphors - God is like . . .
Repetition & Refrains - Psalm 42 & 46
Parallelism - the echo adds to the first statement. Ps. 19
Symmetry - same # of lines in each stanza, Ps. 33 & 41

There are many different types of Psalms:
Praise & Thanksgiving

Laments (the largest category, more than 60!)

Songs of Trust

Confession

Wisdom/Teaching Psalms

Sacred History/ Holy History Psalms
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Individual Prayers & Prayers for the Community

Songs of Zion/Royal Psalms

What to look for when reading the Psalms:
1. Take note of the introductory words for author & context.
2. Don’t worry about the words that are notations for the musicians! Ex. “Selah” – 71 x
3. “Listen” for rhythms, parallelism and refrains.
4. Be careful not to make a doctrine out of an emotional prayer. The psalms often reveal theology, but
they do not set out to teach it.
5. Watch for the shift in tone, from struggle to praise.
“Wherever the Psalter is abandoned, an incomparable treasure vanishes from the Christian church.
With its recovery will come unsuspected power.”
- Dietrich Bonhoeffer
Extra Credit:
One of the wonderful literary features of the psalms is parallelism. It’s where a statement is made and
then it’s restated in a slightly different way, amplifying the original statement. Psalm 19 is a fine
example of parallelism.
The heavens are telling the glory of God; and the firmament proclaims his handiwork.
Day to day pours forth speech, and night to night declares knowledge.
The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul;
The decrees of the LORD are sure, making wise the simple;
The precepts of the LORD are right, rejoicing the heart;
The commandment of the LORD is clear, enlightening the eyes;
The fear of the LORD is pure, enduring forever;
The ordinances of the LORD are true and righteous altogether.
More to be desired are they then gold, even much fine gold;
Sweeter also than honey, and drippings of the honeycomb.
Moreover, by them is your servant warned; in keeping them there is great reward.
- Ps. 19:1-2, 7-11
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Resurrection!

Easter changed everything!
Had Easter not happened we probably would have never heard of Jesus of Nazareth. He would have
been one more prophet tragically killed. Christianity would not exist and it’s very doubtful that his
teachings would have been preserved and handed down through the centuries.
But Christ has been raised! That’s the only explanation for the existence of Christianity. Think about it.
When Jesus was arrested his disciples abandoned him. 3 times Peter denied that he ever knew Christ.
Only John is mentioned as being at the foot of the Cross. Where were the others? On Easter Sunday
some of the disciples had gone back to fishing. When they did gather that evening they barred the
windows and doors shut out of fear for their lives.
But then something happened. These men became fearless. They preached openly about Jesus the
Messiah, crucified and raised from the dead. They were beaten, stoned and imprisoned, but they kept
on preaching. What made the difference? They met the Risen Christ.
John Knox, the found of the Presbyterian church, put it this way: “The early Christian church was not
a memorial society with its eyes fastened on a departed master; it was a dynamic community created
around a living and present Lord.”
Here’s a thought: We serve a Living Savior!
Questions: Which part of Easter means the most to you? and which part is hardest to believe or
understand?
Prayer: Thank You, Lord Jesus, for your victory over the grave. Thank You for your constant presence
and companionship. Thank You that you’re more than a role model, teacher or martyr. You’re our
Living Savior. Amen.
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Extra Credit: More Apologetics
The Case for the Resurrection
1. The Tomb was empty! The body was never found.
2. Jesus predicted it. Matt. 16:21, Mark 8:31, Luke 9:22, John 2:19-21
3. The Post-Resurrection Appearances: Acts 1:1-4, I Cor. 15:3-6. These eyewitnesses were still alive
during the time in which the New Testament was written & circulated.
4. The change in the disciples’ lives. They went from denying him to dying for him. Ex. Peter. 11 out
of 12 were martyred. If it was all a hoax they would have known.
5.

There were no earthly benefits for a hoax. (no TV evangelism!)

6.

The earliest Christians (who were all Jewish) changed the primary day of worship from Saturday
(the Jewish Sabbath) to Sunday - the Day of Resurrection.

7. The earliest Christians celebrated adult baptism by believing it signified dying with Christ and
rising like him to live new lives.
8. The joyful and widespread celebration of Holy Communion in the Early Church. No Resurrection
= No Communion. Too morbid.
9. The Existence of the New Testament. No Resurrection = No NT.
10. The Resurrection is consistent with Jesus’ Divine Nature. God, the giver of life, can overcome
death.
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Trinity

Martin Luther once said, "To deny the Trinity endangers your salvation; to try to comprehend the
Trinity endangers your sanity."
Let’s give it a try anyway.
You might be surprised to learn that the word “Trinity” is never used in the New Testament. The
concept of the Trinity, however, is certainly found there. The word of course means “Three in one.”
Tri-Unity. Three in Unity.
In Matthew 28 Jesus says "Go forth into the world and make disciples of all nations and baptize them
in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit."
At Jesus’ own baptism, God the Father spoke words of blessing upon his Son - "This is My Beloved
Son, in whom I am well pleased." And God the Holy Spirit came down upon Christ in the form of a
dove to empower him for his ministry.
In John 14 Jesus speaks of the Father sending the Holy Spirit, the Advocate, the Spirit to be with us
and in us.
John 14:16 - "I will ask the Father and he will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever."
John 14:25-26 - "These things I have spoken to you while I am still with you. But the Advocate, the
Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you everything, and remind you of all
that I have said to you." So, God the Son is talking about God the Father sending God the Holy Spirit
to be with them forever.”
Early Church Theologians looked at these passages and more, and said this:
God the Creator is God.
Christ, the Word made flesh, is God. And,
The Holy Spirit is God - God with us and in us.
So they came up with this concept of one God in three “persons.” One God with three expressions.
St. Patrick compared it to the 3 extensions of a clover leaf.
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A. If you look at the Creator/God the Father passages you learn many important things about God. We
serve a God who is holy, a God of justice, a Covenant Maker, the Creator of all that is, etc. That’s one
extension of the clover leaf.
B. If you look at the extension of the leaf of Christ, you learn other things about God - the God of
grace and forgiveness, the concepts of salvation, eternal life, discipleship and more.
C. And if you look at the extension of the Holy Spirit you learn yet even more - the Gifts of the Spirit,
the Indwelling of the Spirit, the Fruits of the Spirit, etc.
It’s the one God with 3 expressions, 3 roles, 3 manifestations. Of course it’s all mystery and metaphor.
It’s the best we can do with our finite minds seeking to understand the Infinite One as revealed in our
scriptures.
Theologians talk about the Trinity as God over us, God for us, and God with us.
God the Creator is God over us, God greater than us - the expression of
God as Almighty God, the Majestic Creator of the entire Universe.
Jesus Christ is the expression of God who distinctly reveals to us how much God is for us, and how far
God is willing to go to show us this love, even to the Cross.
And God the Holy Spirit is God with us and in us.
God over us.
God for us.
God with us.
I think those simple words get at the heart of the Trinity - who God is and how God relates to us.
Here’s a thought: We need all three. We need a God who is over us, greater than us, mightier than
us. But we also need a God who is decisively for us. Christ came to show us how much we are loved.
And we need a God who is with us and in us, God the Holy Spirit. Otherwise God is way up there, and
not down here in our midst and in our souls.
Prayer: Thank You, Precious Lord, for being exactly the God we need. Amen.
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Extra Credit - Trinity Illustrations
In addition to the clover leaf here are a few more.
A. I am a father and a son, and my spirit is evident in my children.
B. An apple has skin, the meat of the apple and the core. All comprise the apple. Distinct, yet one.
C. The sun, its rays and light itself. Distinct yet emanating from one.
D. Ice, liquid and steam. Different expressions of the same thing, H2O.
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World Religions - The Salvation Question

When I was a teenager in church we called it the “Pygmy Question.” It went like this: "What about the
Pygmies in Africa? Will they be saved?"
What about folks deeply committed to religions other than Christianity?
And what about those who’ve never heard?
CNN’s Larry King brought up the issue one night to Evangelist Billy Graham. Rev. Graham gave an
answer that surprised me - “I believe people will be judged on the merits of their own religion.” With
all due respect, that’s pretty good for a Baptist! Then Billy went on to say, “But ultimately we all get to
heaven because of the Cross and Resurrection of Christ.” I believe that, even if I can’t logically wrap
my brain around it.
"Christ died for our sins, once and for all, in order to bring us to God.

- I Peter 3:18

My favorite answer to the Salvation Question, however, comes from Christian author, Brian McLaren.
When asked the “What about other religions?” question, McLaren responds, “How the heck should I
know? And furthermore, it’s not my problem. It’s God’s.”
Amen.
Prayer: Gracious and Loving God, I trust in your love for all people, and I trust in the love that I
experience through the grace of Jesus Christ. Receive my thanks and my love this day and always.
Amen.
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Extra Credit
One passage that comes up a lot with this issue is John 14, Jesus’ words to the disciples at the Last
Supper:
"I am the way, the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me." - John 14:7
It seems pretty straightforward and clear. However, one thing the commentaries point out is that Jesus
was speaking to his own followers at the culmination of his ministry with them. He’s saying, “The way
to know God as I’ve been teaching you - as a personal, loving parent - is by following my ways and
my truth. That’s your sure way to know God as Abba.”
Christ is the Christian Way; He is the Christian Truth; He is the Christian Life in the Spirit. There are
other ways, but the Christian way is through Christ.

Page 125

