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Having Ears to Hear

From early times people
have tried to change the
way they look, for one
reason or another.
Sometimes they have been
successful, sometimes not.

A

People have painted
their bodies to try to fright-
en their enemies. Some
have tattooed their bodies,
so that various patterns or
figures became part of |
their appearance. Often
men and women have
pierced their ears, and
sometimes their noses
and tongues as well, so
they could insert earrings
or jewellery.

The lady on this month’s
front cover is a member of
the Maasai tribe in Kenya
and she has extended her |
ear lobes quite consider-
ably, either to make herself #
more attractive, or to
demonstrate her status in the tribe. Oth-
er societies go in for rather different
piercing practices, but do you know what
a pierced ear meant in Israel, in Bible
times? It had a very special significance.

Freedom to Serve

Some people think that the laws God
gave Israel limited their freedom
because they specified all sorts of things
the people could and could not do. In
fact the laws were the means of setting
God’s people free from the bondage of
sin and death. If His people wanted to
please Him and get the rewards that
would follow, these were the principles
by which they should live and God would

be with them to bless them. So, it should
be no surprise to see that the first
detailed provision explained by Moses
after he had recorded the Ten Com-
mandments was about freeing slaves.
Here is the detail:

“If you buy a Hebrew servant, he shall

serve six years; and in
1 the seventh he shall go
. out free and pay noth-
| ing. If he comes in by
himself, he shall go out

by himself; if he comes
. in married, then his
wife shall go out with
him...” (Exodus
21:2,3).

Then the law con-
tains a provision which
is full of meaning; it
allows for the possibili-
.ty of a slave wanting to
stay forever in his or
her master’s service.
That may appear to us
unlikely, but it can hap-
pen if the master and servant have
established a close bond and they both
want the relationship to continue.

For Love’s Sake

Here is the arrangement whereby a slave
could remain in the Master’s house for
life:

“If the servant plainly says, ‘I love my
master, my wife, and my children; | will
not go out free,” then his master shall
bring him to the judges. He shall also
bring him to the door, or to the doorpost,
and his master shall pierce his ear with
an awl; and he shall serve him forever”
(21:5,6).
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Having the ear pierced was a way of
showing everyone that the slave was no
longer working in the Master's service
because he or she had to, but because
he wanted to! And it also demonstrated
to everyone who saw the pierced ear that
the Master was loving, kind and consid-
erate — the sort of person you would like
to know yourself.

As we might expect, there was a rea-
son why this provision was the very first
of the detailed regulations that Moses
now explained. The people of Israel were
being called to serve God as their Mas-
ter. He had bought their freedom from
Egypt and everything they had came
from Him. Now they had two choices.
Either, they could obey His com-
mands in a grudging and half-
hearted way. Or, they could
serve God wholeheartedly
because they loved Him
and wanted to please
Him by their faithful and
diligent obedience.

Their ears could either
be open to his commands,
or they could stop them up
and only listen when it
pleased them to do so — giving Him only
a little attention, now and then. In fact,
those are the very options that are open
to us with regard to God’s Word and its
demands in our lives. We can either lis-
ten or not, as we choose.

The Open Ear

If we want an example of someone who
always listened to what God had to say,
and who never once failed to do his bid-
ding, we need look no further than the
Lord Jesus Christ. This is what the
prophet said about how he would
behave, when describing the perfect Ser-
vant who would always obey his Master:

“The Lord God has given me the tongue
of the learned, that | should know how to

speak a word in season to him who is
weary. He awakens me morning by
morning, he awakens my ear to hear
as the learned. The Lord God has
opened my ear; and | was not rebellious,
nor did | turn away” (Isaiah 50:4,5).

Such was his loving response that
Jesus was completely willing to do what
his Father asked of him. As the prophet
goes on to say, Jesus was willing to suf-
fer physical pain, and to give his life as a
sacrifice for sin. He died so that we
might be freed from the slavery of sin
and death (see Isaiah 50:6-8; 53:1-12).
The wonderful message of the gospel is
that we can be freed from those things to

become the servants of the Lord and to
stay in his service forever.

All we need is a willingness to listen
to what God is saying to us in the

Bible, a mind which is prepared to
think things through, and an attitude
whereby we will respond to the love
of God by seeking to obey Him to
please Him.

It all starts with what we hear for,
as the apostle Paul once wrote: “Faith
comes by hearing, and hearing by the
word of God” (Romans 10:17).

If we hear the Word of God, we are half
way to believing it, and if we give it a
chance it will persuade us and motivate
us to do the will of God. It has that sort
of living and energising power, because it
is the Word of God.

Jesus summed up what is needed
when he made this comment about our
ears. He didn’t direct us to pierce them:
he told us to use them in this way:

“He who has ears to hear, let him
hear!” (Matthew 11:15, and 7 other
times).

Editor
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Abraham, a Promise,
and You

Could a promise made about 4000 years ago be relevant to people living in
the 21st century? Yes, if it was a promise made by God which offered salvation
from sin and death to those who believed it and lived accordingly. That is what
Hamilton Wilson now explains in this article which examines the way in which

an Old Testament event is explained and applied in New Testament times.

Statement and Explanation

Right from the start the Bible can be
seen to state a fact and then enlarge
upon its meaning. The very first verse
says: “In the beginning God created the
heavens and the earth”, and the next
two sentences explain how that Creation
took place, by the operation of God’s
power released by His
word of power:

“The earth was without
form, and void; and
darkness was on the
face of the deep. And
the Spirit of God was
hovering over the face
of the waters. Then
God said, ‘Let there be
light’; and there was
light” (Genesis 1:1-3).

It should therefore
come as no surprise
when the Bible records
something that God
says but does not
immediately analyse or explain the full
implications of that statement. The chal-
lenge is for its readers to deduce the
important themes and ideas that are
being gradually revealed, and sometimes
it is hundreds, if not thousands of years,
before the full implications are dis-
cussed, in the light of later develop-
ments. As an example, notice what
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happens in the early chapters of the
Book of Genesis:

God creates man and woman and
places them in paradise (a garden situa-
tion) and wants them to obey His law.
They disobey, are expelled from the gar-
den, and bring sin and death into the
world (Genesis chapters 2 and 3)

Within a few chapters,
the world is so full of
wickedness that God
sends a flood to destroy
mankind, although He
also offers a way of
escape (Genesis 6-9).
Only eight people want to
know, and are saved!

Within a few more
chapters the world has
been repopulated but
human society is deter-
mined to exalt its own
importance regardless of
the will of God. The Tower
of Babel is built, provok-
ing God’s intervention.
The tower is destroyed and the people
are scattered, thus bringing into exis-
tence three races of people derived
respectively from Noah’s three sons:
Shem, Ham and Japheth (Genesis
10-11).

God’s Offer and Promise
Notice how these chapters (Genesis
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2-11) spell out clearly that God wants
men and women who will obey Him and
do what He says, but that very few peo-
ple are so inclined. God is inviting people
to share in what He has to offer, but
most people just don’t want to know.
Adam’s bad example seems to be the
one that almost everyone wants to fol-
low. And then, out of one of
the three races of people
that have emerged — the
descendants of Shem (the
Semitic line) comes this
remarkable promise:

“Now the LORD had said to
Abram: ‘Get out of your
country, from your kindred
and from your father’s
house, to a land that | will
show you. | will make you a
great nation; | will bless you
and make your name great;
and you shall be a blessing. | will bless
those who bless you, and | will curse him
who curses you; and in you all the fami-
lies of the earth shall be blessed.” So
Abram departed as the LORD had spo-
ken to him, and Lot went with him. And
Abram was seventy-five years old when
he departed from Haran” (Genesis
12:1-4).

Note what this promise includes.
It concerns:

¢ aland;

4 a nation

4 Abram’s name to be great;
¢

Blessings and curses on those who
bless or curse Abram’s seed — “in
you all the families of the earth
shall be blessed”

As it turns out, this is one of the great
promises of the Bible, yet it neither says
precisely what nation would be derived
from Abram (who was later re-named
Abraham), nor what the blessing was,

nor how it would come about.

Abram and his immediate descen-
dants were left to await developments
and to wait and see how things would
work out. We have a huge advantage in
that respect in that we can now look
back thousands of years and see what
happened. Abraham indeed became the
father of a great nation; for
from him and his descen-
dants came the Jewish and
Arab people.

Apart from the 14 million
Jews there are now, living in
different parts of the world,
there are about 100 million
Arabs in the Middle East,
both Semitic people who
look back appreciatively to
Abraham as their originator.

But what was the Blessing
God promised and how
would it come about? It's worth noting
that often in the Bible when you come
across the word “blessing” it is relating
back to this great promise made by God.

New Testament Explanation

Someone once said that what the Old
Testament conceals the New Testament
reveals, and there’s a good reason for
that. It was some 2000 years after Abra-
ham that Jesus was born in Bethlehem.
He was the Son of God, born of the vir-
gin Mary by the power of God, so that he
could save God’s people from their sins
(Matthew 1:21). When Jesus died, as a
sacrifice for sin, in complete obedience
to the will of his Father, he brought the
long promised Blessing. This is what the
apostle Peter said about what Jesus had
accomplished as he explained what
God’s promise in Genesis chapter 12
was really about:

“You are sons of the prophets, and of the
covenant which God made with our
fathers, saying to Abraham, And in your
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seed all the families of the earth shall be
blessed.’ To you first, God, having raised
up his servant Jesus, sent him to bless
you, in turning away every one of you
from your iniquities” (Acts 3.25-26).

The blessing is the forgiveness of sins
through Jesus! And, in case we didn’t
understand that straight away, the apos-
tle Paul also explains that, in fact sever-
al times over, both in the Acts and in
some of his letters:

“We declare to you glad tidings — that
promise which was made to the fathers.
God has fulfilled this for us their children,
in that he has raised up Jesus. As it is
also written in the second Psalm: ‘You
are my Son, today | have begotten you.’

. Therefore let it be known to you,
brethren, that through this man is
preached to you the forgiveness of sins”
(Acts 13:32-38).

Giving a detailed explanation about
Abraham’s faith in Romans chapter 4,
Paul says much about the blessing (see
Romans 4:6-9) that God had promised
him, and about later promises that were
made to King David. Again it is the for-
giveness of sins that is uppermost in his
thinking:

“Blessed are those whose lawless deeds
are forgiven, and whose sins are covered;
blessed is the man to whom the Lord shall
not impute sin” (Romans 4:7,8).

And he adds an
important  fur-
ther explana-
tion. This
blessing —
the forgive-
ness of sins
— it not just
available to
Abraham’s
natural
descendants; it
is available to
all  who share

E=
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Abraham'’s faith, whether Jew or Gentile:

“Therefore it is of faith that it might be
according to grace, so that the promise
might be sure to all the seed, not only to
those who are of the law, but also to
those who are of the faith of Abraham,
who is the father of us all (as it is writ-
ten, ‘I have made you a father of many
nations’)” (Romans 4:16,17).

Abraham’s Seed

So it is not only the Jews who are the
“seed” of Abraham, but all those who
show the faith and ready obedience of
Abraham. Paul further explains the posi-
tion in his letter to the Galatians (see
chapter 3, verses 6-16 and 26-29 in
particular), where he underlines the fact
that the promise God made is not limit-
ed to the natural seed of Abraham, the
Jews, but to those of all nations. In fact
here he explains that natural descent will
not suffice. Both Jews and Gentiles must
have Abraham'’s faith if they are to obtain
the forgiveness of sins that God offers:

“Therefore know that only those who are
of faith are sons of Abraham. And the
Scripture, foreseeing that God would jus-
tify the nations by faith, preached the
gospel to Abraham beforehand, saying,
‘In you all the nations shall be blessed.’
So then those who are of faith are
blessed with believing Abraham ... Christ
has redeemed us from

< the curse of the
= law, having
\\ become a
~A curse for us
(for it is writ-
ten, ‘Cursed
is  everyone
who hangs on
a tree’), that
the blessing
™ of Abraham
might come




upon the Gentiles in Christ Jesus, that
we might receive the promise of the Spir-
it through faith” (Galatians 3:7-9,13-
14).

Sins Forgiven

The promise (of forgiveness) made by
the Spirit, and recorded in Genesis chap-
ter 12, can only come upon those who
first believe, as did Abraham, and then
who obey the commandments of God.
Adam disobeyed and brought a curse
upon mankind. If we do what God asks of
us, we can obtain a blessing and be the
means of bringing a blessing to others,
when we share with them the message
of God’s offer of salvation. God asks
believers to be baptized, by burial in
water, as an act of association with
Jesus, who died and rose again. This is
how Paul explains it:

“For you are all sons of God through faith
in Christ Jesus. For as many of you as
were baptized into Christ have put on

Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek,
there is neither slave nor free, there is
neither male nor female; for you are all
one in Christ Jesus. And if you are
Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s
seed, and heirs according to the
promise” (Galatians 3:26-29).

Natural descent is not the issue. It is
rather about our willingness to bury the
past in the waters of baptism and to start
a new life with Christ. The promise of for-
giveness of sins through the death and
resurrection of Jesus, and of eternal life
in him, is available to all. God is still call-
ing out a people who will be His for ever-
more. It's amazing to think that when
God made that wonderful promise to
Abraham so long ago, He had you and
me in mind. It only remains for us to take
advantage of this great privilege and
seek the forgiveness of our sins by com-
ing to Jesus in faith and through bap-
tism.

Hamilton Wilson

The Miracles of Jesus (2)

Healing the
Nobleman’s Son

Many of the miracles of Jesus
consisted of healing the sick
and this is one of them but

in this case the healing was
performed on a lad who
lived many miles away

which makes it all the

more remarkable.

The account of the miracle is in John
chapter 4, verses 46-54, and com-
mences with details of a certain noble-
man whose son was sick at
Capernaum. As soon as this nobleman

heard that Jesus was in the vicinity, he
went to him, imploring him to come
and heal his son. Jesus was in Cana in
Galilee at the time, so the nobleman
must have travelled about 15 miles
from Capernaum to see Jesus. No
doubt he thought this was a good
opportunity, because Jesus had just
arrived there from Judea and that was
about 60 miles away! He also may
have heard some while before about
the way that Jesus had turned water
into wine at the wedding in Cana. That
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was probably the talk of the entire dis-
trict: it was such a marvellous miracle!

The Nobleman

Nobody knows for
sure who this noble-
man was, but this is
the only time the
Greek word translat-
ed “nobleman” is
used in the New Tes-
tament and scholars
say that it conveys
the sense of royalty.
He may therefore
have been related to
Herod Antipas, who
was the Tetrarch of
Galilee at that time.
He is called “King Herod” in Mark 6:14
and family members could well have
been living somewhere in Galilee, such
as Capernaum.

The nobleman was obviously very
worried about his son:

“He went to Jesus and implored him to
come down and heal his son, for he
was at the point of death” (John
4:47).

To expect a complete stranger like
Jesus (and his disciples) to undertake
a 15 mile journey for his son’s benefit
indicates the measure of his anxiety.
His request also shows that he thought
Jesus was the kind of man who would
be willing to comply. Yet despite his
obvious anxiety, Jesus was at first non-
committal. He said: “Unless you peo-
ple see signs and wonders, you will by
no means believe.”

But the nobleman did not respond
aggressively to this reproach. Instead
he just politely persisted in his request
saying, “Sir, come down before my
child dies!” (v.49). To him it was a mat-
ter of life and death.

It now appears that the remark Jesus

made was designed to assess the
extent of the man’s faith and that his
patient response showed what sort of
man he was:
willing to accept
rebukes and
rebuffs if only his
son could be
healed. Being
satisfied, Jesus
made an amaz-
ing statement:

“Jesus said to
him, ‘Go your
way; your son
lives.” So the
man believed the
word that Jesus
spoke to him, and he went his way”
(John 4:50).

He Believed

If his earlier approach to Jesus and his
patient reaction had indicated the sort
of man he was, his willingness to
return to Capernaum fully believing
that what Jesus had said was indeed
true is quite remarkable. And so was
the sequel:

“And as he was now going down his
servants met him and told him saying,
‘Your son lives!”” (4:51). Eager to
check that the recovery was really due
to the power wielded by Jesus, the
nobleman eagerly inquired when it was
that his son got better. And they said to
him, ‘Yesterday at the seventh hour
the fever left him.’” So the father knew
that it was at the same hour in which
Jesus said to him, “Your son lives.” And
he himself believed, and his whole
household” (John 4:52,53).

It is clear that this healing of the
child’s illness was accomplished in
Capernaum, some 15 miles from Cana
which makes the miracle all the more
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remarkable. If Jesus could cure at such
a distance it means that the power he
possessed was not restricted by dis-
tance and was comparable with the
omnipotent and omnipresent power of
God himself.

God’s Power at Work

King David appreciated the wonderful
power of his God, which is everywhere
present, which he described at length
in the 139th Psalm. Here are some
extracts:

“O LORD, you have
searched me and
known me. You
know my sitting
down and my ris-
ing up; you
understand my
thought afar off

. Where can |
go from your Spir-
it? Or where can |
flee from your pres-
ence? If | ascend into
heaven, you are there; if | make my
bed in hell, behold, you are there. If |
take the wings of the morning, and
dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea,
even there your hand shall lead me,
and your right hand shall hold me”
(Psalm 139:1,2,7-10).

A practical illustration of this last
statement occurred when the wayward
prophet Jonah had the traumatic expe-
rience of finding himself sinking in a
tempestuous sea. He had been thrown
there by fearful mariners but was
miraculously swallowed by a great fish
‘prepared’ by the LORD. He remained
imprisoned in its belly for three days
and from there he prayed to the LORD.
The LORD then spoke to the fish, and
it vomited Jonah onto dry land! (Jonah
2:10)

From these two passages we can

10

form some idea of the wonderful all-
pervading power of God. Jesus, the
Son of God, evidently shared a meas-
ure of this power, which God had given
him (John 5:19) in that he was able to
cure a child so far away. And the result
of the exercise of that power is pre-
cisely what was intended. The miracle
was a sign of the authority of Jesus: a
reason why people should believe in
him. And that’s what happened here.
The nobleman was so impressed by

the magnitude of the miracle
that, as the record stated,
‘he himself believed and
his whole household.’
The members of his
household must have
been similarly
impressed, even
though they had neither
met Jesus nor heard him
utter that word of power.
Yet they came to believe in
Jesus as the Son of God.
Towards the end of his gospel
record, John made a point of informing
his readers why he had selected the
seven signs or miracles that he had
recorded. He wrote words that should
encourage us too:

“Truly Jesus did many other signs in
the presence of his disciples, which
are not written in this book; but these
are written that you may believe that
Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God,
and that believing you may have life in
his name” (John 20:30,31).

Ralph Green
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Part Five

God’s New Society

The apostle Peter had baptised Gentile believers in Caesarea, and that
dramatic development opened up the way for the work of the great apostle Paul.
He and Barnabas set out from Syria on what is popularly called “The First
Missionary Journey” and that resulted in the gospel spreading far afield.

As Tom Barling now explains, that opened up an opportunity for Gentiles to hear
and accept the gospel, and many were keen to join this new community.

First Missionary Journey

It was God who provided the initiative for
the new preaching venture, as the Book
of Acts makes clear:

“While they were worshipping the Lord
and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, ‘Set
apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the
work to which | have called them.” So
after they had fasted and prayed, they
placed their hands on them and sent
them off” (Acts 13:2,3).

The two apostles set out first for
Cyprus, then Asia Minor, the modern
Turkey, all territories that were then part
of the Roman Empire. At Antioch Paul
preached the gospel in the synagogue,
to a mixed audience of orthodox Jews
and “God-fearers”, men and women who
like Cornelius before them, attended the
synagogue but did not accept all the
obligations of the Mosaic law. In his dis-
course Paul made this great pronounce-
ment:

justified from by the law of Moses”
(13:38,39).

Here in a nutshell we have the mes-
sage that was later developed in Paul’'s
letters to the Galatians and the Romans.
The offer of salvation was to Jews and
Gentiles alike on the basis of God’s offer
in His Son, Jesus Christ. In the process it
was declaring that Jew and Gentile were
equal before God, and this most of the
Jews in the apostle’s audience could not
accept.

Crowd Trouble
Matters came to a dramatic head the fol-
lowing Sabbath. The news of what hap-
pened in the synagogue had spread in
the city and the next Sabbath the syna-
gogue was crowded. When the orthodox
Jews saw the great number, they were
furious and attacked the reputation of
Paul and Barnabas in a vain effort to
undermine their message. Paul and his
companion then

“Therefore,  my
brothers, | want
you to know that
through Jesus the
forgiveness of sins
is proclaimed to
you. Through him
everyone who
believes is justified |
from everything G

~ Salamas

you could not be FeVJeIt

| Mediterranean Sea__ -~

uttered the fateful
words:

“We had to speak
the word of God to
you first. Since
you reject it and
do not consider
yourselves worthy
of eternal life, we
now turn to the
Gentiles” (13:46).



The response of the
Gentiles was enthusias-
tic and the result was
that the gospel was now
established not just in
Antioch itself but
throughout the whole
region (v.49). Thus we
begin to see the
remarkable fulfilment of
the words of the Lord
Jesus:

“Therefore | tell you that
the kingdom of God will
be taken away from you
and given to a people
who will produce its
fruit” (Matthew 21:43).

What happened in Antioch became a
pattern that was often repeated. The
apostles preached the gospel, first to the
Jews and then to the Gentiles, and those
Jews who were unwilling to accept the
message organised persecution and
came in pursuit of the apostles and their
converts. In Lystra they stirred up the
people to such an extent that Paul was
stoned and left for dead (Acts 14:19).
However, he recovered. In the next town,
Derbe, Paul and Barnabas received a
more friendly reception.

Gentile Believers

If we now take stock of what had been
happening, the position is like this. At
the beginning, those who accepted the
Lord Jesus were exclusively Jews; by the
end of the First Missionary Journey the
majority of the new converts were uncir-
cumcised Gentiles. A great historical
movement was under way which nothing
could stop. We cannot be sure of the
exact nationality of the new converts; in
the case of Lystra, for example, we learn
they were native Lycaonians (see Acts
14:11).

Their precise nationality does not mat-

ter however, for they were
all members of God’s new
society: sharing a common
faith, recognising that all
men and women are sin-
ners in need of repen-
tance, and all ready to
accept the salvation that
was extended to them in
the Lord Jesus.

When Paul and Barn-
abas returned to their
base in Syrian Antioch, the
local ecclesia (church)
assembled and heard the
exciting news of what had
happened during their
ministry. The inspired
writer Luke makes a delightful comment
when he says that they had opened “the
door of faith to the Gentiles” (Acts
14:27).

Notice once more this all-important
word: “faith”. It is absolutely vital that we
believe what God has revealed in His
Word, and live accordingly.

Jewish Reaction Back Home

It was inevitable that news of what had
been happening overseas would reach
Judea and Jerusalem. Some of the Jew-
ish believers were particularly disturbed
that some of the converts, coming from
a completely pagan background, had not
been circumcised. They thought that was
vital for salvation, for both Jews and Gen-
tiles. So a number of them went down to
Antioch to explain their view that:

“Unless you are circumcised , according
to the custom of Moses, you cannot be
saved” (Acts 15:1).

As Paul and Barnabas took an entirely
different view it was decided that the
problem should be discussed with the
apostles and elders in Jerusalem. So a
meeting took place which is now known
as the “Council of Jerusalem”.
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We can understand why some believ-
ers who had previously been Pharisees
were uncompromising. Their background
and training in the Jewish religion led
them to argue that: “The Gentiles must
be circumcised and required to obey the
law of Moses” (v.5).

< The apostle Peter’'s contribution to
the debate was important, for he
told the council how God had given
the Holy Spirit to uncircumcised
believers at Caesarea.

< Then Paul and Barnabas told their
story: they had been able to per-
form miracles among the Gentiles,
an undoubted sign of God’s
approval (v.9-12).

<  Finally, James, the half-brother of
the Lord Jesus, made his contribu-

tion and what he recommended
was adopted.

There was no mention of circumcision
but the Gentile converts were asked to
eat no food which had been sacrificially
offered to idols, to abstain from sexual
immorality, and to avoid meat with the
blood still in it (v.19-21). This was a
compromise but it would enable Jewish
and Gentile believers to eat together.

A sensible compromise can do so
much to avoid strife. Although Paul
would later encounter continuing opposi-
tion from those who just could not see
that the Law of Moses was no longer
binding, under the hand of God the
gospel message was to achieve increas-
ing success and God’s new society would
spread ever further afield.

Tom Barling

What Difference Does
Baptism Really Make?

When the Bible speaks about baptism it refers to the total immersion of an
adult. This is the Scriptural pattern: “When they believed Philip as he preached
the things concerning the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, both

men and women were baptized” (Acts 8:12). In this article Peter Forbes

explores the implications of such a baptism.

Are You God’s Enemy?

A commonly held view is that a Christian
is anyone who tries to serve God. The
reasoning is that as God is a God of
Love, He wants everyone in His kingdom.
But that reasoning is wrong; it is funda-
mentally flawed. What the Bible actually
says is that by nature we are God’s ene-
mies and can only be His friends if we do
something about it. Look at these Scrip-
tures:

Writing to believers in Rome the Apos-
tle Paul, speaking of the position his
readers were in before they were bap-
tized, says that it is only the death of
Christ that makes it possible to change
our situation: “For if when we were ene-
mies we were reconciled to God through
the death of his Son, much more, having
been reconciled, we shall be saved by
his life” (Romans 5:10);

He uses similar language writing to the
believers in Colosse saying: “you, who
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once were alienated and enemies in your
mind by wicked works, yet now he has
reconciled in the body of his flesh
through death” (Colossians 1:21,22);

Writing to believers in Ephesus Paul
speaks of the position they were in
before being baptized in this way: “at
that time you were without Christ, being
aliens from the commonwealth of Israel
and strangers from the covenants of
promise, having no hope and without
God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus
you who once were far off have been
made near by the blood of Christ” (Eph-
esians 2:12,13).

From these passages we
learn that those who are not
baptized are God’s enemies.
They have no part with the
promises that He has made.
This teaching might seem
harsh. It may seem to be
unloving. However it is what
the Bible teaches. There is
no hope for mankind unless
that hope is what God offers,
and on the terms that He
offers it. He wants us to
understand our relationship
with Him so that we might
see our need of salvation. Salvation for
mankind is not universal. It is condition-
al: it depends upon our willingness to
submit to His requirements.

God’s Enemy or God’s
Friend?

You may be thinking something to your-
self that goes along these lines: “I try my
best to please God. | don’t commit any
major sins. | go to church regularly. | am
kind to people. | pray to Him. | read His
Word, the Bible. Isn’t that enough? After
all,  am sincere in my beliefs. Surely God
understands that?” Perhaps many peo-
ple feel like that, but however many hold

Joshua at the great stone in
Shechem (Joshua 24:26)

that point of view what really matters is
what God says about the matter. We
must do what God wants of us and we
can only know that by reading the Bible
and following its teaching.

Now the Bible teaches that sincerity is
not sufficient. It was Joshua, who led
Israel into the Promised Land, who linked
sincerity with truth, in this way. Address-
ing the nation about the things that real-
ly mattered, he said:

“Now therefore, fear the LORD, serve
him in sincerity and in truth, and put
away the gods which your
fathers served on the other
side of the River and in
Egypt. Serve the LORD!”
- (Joshua 24:14).

This is not to question the
sincerity of many good-living
people, who do their best.
What it shows is that God
wants something more than
| just sincerity. Being sincere-
| ly wrong is no good for God.
The Bible makes it clear that
sincerity must be matched
with truth. The question to
ask yourself is: “Do you want
to serve God as His ene-
my?” for that is the relationship that
those who are not baptized have with
God.

How to be Reconciled

Look again at two of the passages quot-
ed above:

“You, who once were alienated and ene-
mies in your mind by wicked works, yet
now he has reconciled in the body of his
flesh through death” (Colossians
1:21,22);

“For if when we were enemies we were
reconciled to God through the death of
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his Son, much more, having been recon-
ciled, we shall be saved by his life”
(Romans 5:10);

In both passages Paul is speaking to
those who have been baptized and talks
about them being ‘reconciled.’ By this he
means that they have a changed rela-
tionship with God. Before baptism they
were God’s enemies. After baptism they
were ‘reconciled’ to God.

That contrast is seen over and over
again. We looked at Ephesians 2:12,
which spoke of the way in which the
unbaptized person is separated from the
promises of God, but look how Paul con-
tinues:

‘At that time you were without Christ,
being aliens from the commonwealth of
Israel and strangers from the covenants
of promise, having no hope and without
God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus
you who once were far off have been
made near by the blood of Christ. For he
himself is our peace, who has made
both one, and has broken down the mid-
dle wall of division between us, having
abolished in his flesh the enmity ... so as
to create in himself one new man from
the two, thus making peace, and that he
might reconcile them both to God in one
body through the cross,

thereby putting to death
the enmity” (Ephesians
2:12-16).

It is the sacrifice of
Jesus Christ that changes
the relationship and
Baptism is the only way
that we identify with
that death, and with the
resurrection of Jesus
too.

Personal Need?

“All well and good, you
might say, but | am

122nd Year

happy as | am.” Such an attitude may
stem from not understanding the sorry
state that we are all in, if not baptized. In
the letter to the Romans, Paul spends
almost two and a half chapters showing
that men and women do not please God.
He shows that everyone does things
which displease Him. His conclusion is:
“for all have sinned and fall short of the
glory of God” (Romans 3:23).

We all stand condemned before God
because of the way things are with us.
But the next verse presents a wonderful
hope, and tells us that we can be res-
cued from this dreadful situation:

“Being justified freely by his grace
through the redemption that is in Christ
Jesus” (Romans 3:24).

We can be justified and redeemed, but
that happy state of affairs cannot come
until we realise our need for forgiveness
and submit to the command of Peter:
“Repent, and let every one of you be
baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for
the remission of sins...” (Acts 2:38).

The challenge is: “Do you have a per-
sonal need for forgiveness?” We have all
sinned; we are all in need of forgiveness.
The sacrifice of Jesus makes this
possible. Bap-
tism  shows
that we recog-
nise our
need for for-
giveness.




Where Do You Fit In?

Those who are baptized are described as
God’s children or sons. Here are two
Scriptural passages that make that won-
derful connection:

“Beloved, now we are children of God;
and it has not yet been revealed what

we shall be, but we know that when
he is revealed, we shall be like him,

for we shall see him as he
is” (1 John 3:2);

“The Spirit himself bears
witness with our spirit that
we are children of God, and if
children, then heirs — heirs of
God and joint heirs with Christ, if
indeed we suffer with him, that we
may also be glorified together”
(Romans 8:16-17).

What a marvellous outcome. We can
become members of God’s family and
His heirs, indeed “joint heirs with Christ”
(Romans 8:17).

So What Is Baptism?

The Bible teaches that baptism is being
covered by water and coming out of the
water. In symbol it is like dying with Jesus
and being raised from the dead. But
what should be going on in our mind
when we are baptized? The Apostle Peter
says that baptism is more than mere
washing in water, it is the answer of a
good conscience towards God (1 Peter
3:21). Peter says that baptism is an act
that is undertaken because our con-
science condemns us. We will see the
need for baptism when we come to the
awareness that we are sinners in need of
forgiveness, because we fall short of
God'’s glory.

Baptism is not a substitute for trying to
live like Jesus. Baptism shows that we
want to try to live like Jesus lived. As Paul
said, again when writing to the Romans:

“Therefore we were buried with him
through baptism into death, that just as
Christ was raised from the dead by the
glory of the Father, even so we also
should walk in newness of life” (Romans
6:4).

A good life is not a substitute for
baptism. The Christ-like life has
to follow baptism; it will
demonstrate that we were in
earnest when in baptism
we put to death
our old life and
began to live with
Jesus. Some people
decide not to be bap-
tized because they say
that they could not live the
kind of life that God requires
and so it would be hypocritical to
be baptized. In a sense this is an under-
standable way of thinking, for none of us
can live up to the high standard set by
Jesus. However it is not a Scriptural atti-
tude. God does not set standards for us
to follow knowing that we will fail, so that
He can punish us. Nor would we be the
first to recognise our shortcomings. The
Apostle Paul laid out his struggle for all to
read. Romans chapter 7 details his
struggle. Summarising his words he says
‘I want to do the right things, but | find
that often | do the wrong things’. And he
emerges from that struggle within him-
self to declare that God will never con-
demn us if we continue to want to do the
things that please Him (see Romans
8:1).

It is Baptism that can change your
relationship to God. You will then no
longer be God’s enemy but one of His
children. And as a baptized believer, you
will start to live a new life with Christ, and
have hope of everlasting life in God’s
Coming Kingdom.

Peter Forbes
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“Bread upon
the Waters”

A man once took over a
piece of derelict land and
worked hard to clear it and
plant rice.

Some months later a friend congratu-
lated him on the prospect of a big
harvest, and said: “God has blessed you
well in this first year. Don’t forget to
thank Him for it”. “I wonder if | should”,
was the rather surly reply, “You should
have seen what this land was like when
God had it to Himself!”

Left to Ourselves

The story was meant to be funny, but it is
chiefly remarkable for its blasphemy.
It scores a point with a certain clever-
ness, but at the expense of truth. What
could this self-satisfied rice farmer have
done if God had left him with the land to
himself? Would there have been the
required amount of rain from heaven?
Would there have been the
required warmth to germi-
nate the seed and the
long days of sunshine to
stimulate growth and to
ripen the crop? Hardly!
But though men often
leave a job half-finished
while they go on to
something else, God nev-
er does: “He makes his
sun rise on the evil and on the —=
good, and sends rain on the just and on
the unjust” (Matthew 5:45). And it is
because of this faithfulness that men
everywhere may sow in faith and should
reap in thankfulness,
What a pity, then, that men tend to for-
et God’s part in the impressive annual

cycle of life, and think that they have
only themselves to thank.

Having Faith in God

The basic Christian virtue is faith. “With-
out faith it is impossible to please God”
(Hebrews 11:6). Can it be that God has
designed His world in such a way that
some of the most ordinary experiences
of life will tend to develop our apprecia-
tion for the small things, as well as the
great things?

“Cast your bread upon the waters, for
you will find it after many days” (Ecclesi-
astes 11:1) may well refer to the plant-
ing of rice, cast upon the paddy fields.
That which could be food for the farmer
is used instead as his crop for sowing, to
become a bounteous harvest “after
many days”.

But this wise saying is also used as an
illustration of the faith which God wants

men and women to show in all
departments of life, especially
with regard to Christian
giving. As another Scrip-

ture puts it:

“Blessed are you who sow
., beside all waters, who
v/ send out freely the feet of
_the ox and the donkey”
(Isaiah 32:20).

Again the reference is to
rice cultivation. Evidently in Pales-
tine in ancient days not only was the ox
used, but the donkey also. It is a further
reminder that even the man who thinks
he is clever enough to manage without
God will get nowhere unless God blesses
his endeavours.



Have You Read?

About Mary - Mother of Jesus

As a young woman, living in the
Roman-occupied land of Palestine,
Mary gave birth to Jesus after becom-
ing pregnant through God’s Holy Spirit.
She later married Joseph and they
lived with their family in Nazareth. At
the age of 30 Jesus left his mother in
‘4 R =, Galilee and began a preaching mis-

R <ion that lasted more than 3 years.

B L

Who was she?

What was life like in the T_he Ia.ndlwas divided into adminis_,tra-

. tive districts and governed by various
land of Palestine (Israel) members of the political bureaucracy,
at that time? often depending on who was in or out

of favour with Caesar. The country flit-
ted from government by monarch to
Roman procurators, depending on the
political situation. From 37-4 BC
Herod the Great unified the area,
though Rome was still the ultimate
power. It was Caesar Augustus who
issued the decree that a world-wide
census should take place and it was
while Quirinius was governor that
Joseph and Mary had to travel to Beth-
En route to safety in Egypt lehem to register (Luke 2:1-2.)

When did it happen? Mary was probably born about
20BC. The gospel account of her cov-
ers 4BC-30AD (approximately, since
the chronology of the times s
not clear.)

Where will I find it? % Mary’s early life: Matthew chap-
ters 1&2; Luke chapters 1&2

»  During Jesus’ ministry:
Matt.12:46-49, Jn. 2:1-11

s At Jesus’ crucifixion: Jn.19:25
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What should I look out for? -

&

¥

Mary’s obedient, Godly nature (Lk.1:38.) Her deep expression of
faith (Lk. 1:46-55) shows her understanding of God’s purpose and love for
mankind

She would have been an unmarried mother if Joseph had not married her. He
planned to break off their relationship (Matt 1:19-20) until God spoke to him.
The public stigma of illegitimacy, though, remained into Jesus’ adulthood
(Un.8:41)

Mary had to give birth in a strange place (Lk. 2:4), away from her family, to ful-
fil the prophecy that a Saviour would be born in Bethlehem (Matt.2:4-5, Mic-
ah 5:2)

She and Joseph were poor. After Jesus’ birth they were only able to give the
basic offering required by the Law of Moses (Lk.2:22-24; Lev.12:6)

Mary and her husband had normal marital relations after Jesus’ birth
(Matt.1:18) and went on to have at least six more children after Jesus
(Matt.13:55-56)

Wise and astute (Lk.2:51) Mary showed confidence in her son (Jn.2:3-5)
although she did not always understand him (Lk.2:41-49; Matt.12:46-50;
Mk.3:31-35; Lk.8:19-21)

‘Yes, a sword will pierce through your own soul also,” prophesied Simeon (Lk.
2:35). Perhaps a widow when Jesus began his ministry, Mary endured the
pain of losing a good companion and confidante. She would suffer, too, hear-
ing how unpopular Jesus was with the religious leaders. Her final pain was to
stand by at his crucifixion, when she must have wished to bear the agony for
him.

After Jesus’ ascension to his Father, the Bible tells of Mary, now part of the
early church, praying together with Jesus’ disciples, her sons and others in the
upper room (Acts 1:14)

God would not have placed his Son in a household where His Word and His
Ways would not be honoured. Mary was an exceptional woman; that is why
God chose her to be Jesus’ mother. But Scripture shows she was mortal, with
the same weaknesses as us.

What does this mean for me?

&

Mary’s song (Lk.1:46-55) shows how well she understood that her yet-unborn
Son would turn the world upside down, fulfilling the promises made to Abra-
ham long before. We, too, can be associated with these promises (Gal.3:6-9)
of everlasting life in God’s kingdom.

Jesus reflected Mary’s obedient nature. As parents, example helps form a
child’s character. Are we that good example?

Mary and Jesus endured public humiliation for the glory of God. Do we obey
God’s will, even when it makes us different from the rest?

Mary and Jesus cared for each other to the end (Jn. 19.26-27). Does our care
for others continue when our lives are under pressure?

Joan Lewis
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Once we realise how

critical our situation is
before God, we will find

i that we need the help

i that only God can give.

E We need to be rescued

i from sin; from ourselves;

E from the death trap that

E threatens to close around us forever.

i The way in which God helps us is

E through His Son, the Lord Jesus

i Christ.
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