Acceptable to Man? Or to God?  
Reused 03 24 2013
Repent ye therefore, and turn again, that your sins may be blotted out, that so there may come seasons of refreshing from the presence of the Lord; (Acts 3:19)

      On the sign of a large denominational church, I read "All are welcome, we accept you just the way you are". I do not know what could motivate such a statement, except an appeal to the masses that are unwilling to change their life style to serve God and a complete misunderstanding of God's will for man's salvation. Perhaps it is the thought that, if we can get them in we can get them to believe as we do.

      If such a practice is followed it must include all that participate in the sins spoken of by Paul in (Gal. 5: 19-21) as though they are of no concern to God. But, these things are condemned as works of the flesh and those who practice them cannot be acceptable to God. While it may seem a noble and caring attitude, 

it is not the prerogative of any church or persons to determine what is and is not acceptable to the Lord. To do so is to mock God and we deceive ourselves when we think God can be mocked. (Gal. 6: 7)
     Jesus said, " I am the way, and the truth, and the life: no one cometh unto the Father, but by me. 
(John 14:6) Nothing could be more exclusive than this statement by our Lord. The very utterances of His words carry with them terms and conditions for coming to God. These things can not be circumvented by a doctrine that says one has only to believe in Him to be saved.

     Such a practice denies the idea of "diligently seeking Him" (Heb.11: 6) When Jesus told His Apostles, “Go ye therefore, and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them into the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit: (Matt 28:19), He gave the terms of discipleship with God. He followed with 
“teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I commanded you: (Matt 28:20) the conditions for remaining acceptable to God. 

      We are separated from God by the sins of the world and it requires a turning from these things to a new life through obedience to His word to make us acceptable to Him. It matters not that we are accepted by men, and those who consider themselves acceptable without changing their life will die in their sins. (Acts 3: 22-23) Certainly all are welcome to come and hear God's word but to be acceptable to God one must act upon it with a repentant and obedient heart.

      As we worship God this day, may we all approach Him with a heart of repentance, diligently seeking to be acceptable to Him through obedience to His commandments.
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Memorial Day

"this do in remembrance of me".

(Luke 22:19)

     Tomorrow, May 26, 2008 this nation will celebrate "Memorial Day", a day set aside to honor those who have given their life for this country. There is no clear record of when or where the holiday began. Memorial Day was officially proclaimed on May 5, 1868 by General John Logan and was known as “Decoration Day”.  In 1971 Congress changed the official celebration to the last Monday of May.  

     It will be a great public spectacle with parades, fireworks and fanfare of all kinds. In many places preparations have been going on for sometime. On Thursday I drove through the City of Dahlonega and every 100 feet on both side of the road was a cross with an American flag on top and the name of a man and the conflict in which he died. In our local paper, last week, there was a full page announcement of the Memorial Day Ceremonies scheduled for May 23, at The Veterans War Memorial complete with fly-bys, dignitaries, National Anthem and the like, concluded with the Avenue of Flags Dedication. The closing remarks for this ad were, “As you set surrounded by the banners of our nation, flown in honor of those who fought to protect it, may it serve as an everlasting reminder of the sacrifice freedom demands”. It is certainly appropriate to show honor for those who died for our civil freedom. 

      There is, however, a far more important memorial on this day that the majority of Americans, many of whom call themselves Christians, will ignore. One instituted by our Lord to remember the one who died to free us from a far greater fate than the tyranny of man. It to was a sacrifice to the price of freedom, to set us free from the bondage of sin and death. "It was for freedom that Christ set us free". (Gal. 5: 1) 

     There will be no parade, no fanfare, only two basic staples of life eaten by those who celebrate His death. Of the unleavened bread He said, “this is my body which was given for you"
Cont. on page 3
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and of the cup, "this is the new covenant in my blood poured out for you, this do in remembrance of me". (Lk. 22: 19-20) 

     When we come together as an assembly of disciples, we need to consider carefully our purpose. In (I Cor. 11: 26) when Paul begins with "For", he introduces the reason the supper is continually repeated, i.e. "to proclaim the Lord's death until he comes". The question is, however, to whom do we proclaim these things? Certainly not to the world, for if so we would do it on the street corners. Rather, it is to one another, those of "like precious faith", who believe that He died, was buried, arose, ascended to the Father and is surely coming again. It is one of those built in support mechanisms of assembly worship that help us help each other get to heaven.             

     Why would anyone choose to miss it?


JP
Looking toward the Goal

A city dweller traveling through farm country stopped to admire the neatly rowed fields. He asks the farmer, "Sir how do you manage to get the rows so straight and neat?"  That's easy the farmer replied, "I set a mark at the end of each row and I keep my eyes fixed on that mark. I don't fret over what is behind but concentrate on what is ahead. 

This practice is not without bible precedent. Jesus said "no man having put his hand to the plow and looking back is fit for the kingdom of God."         (Lk.9: 62) 

With the work of the kingdom as our mark and the joy of heaven as our reward, a few rocks or clods in the path should not divert us from pressing on toward that goal.

Paul put it best when he said, "but one thing I do, forgetting the things which are behind and stretching forward to the things which are before, I press on toward the goal unto the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus. (Phil.3: 13-14) AS

Brethren are we looking back or pressing on?

                                                         JP                                                       

GOALS AND RESOULTIONS 
Used 01/01/2012
   It is that time again when we look back at the past year 

to assess our efforts to improve our lot in life. Some of our goals are met, some are not, and others, while not failures, are just not as good as we would like them to be. As a result, we set new goals and resolve to do whatever it takes to achieve them. We think in terms of our eating habits, weight loss, work ethics, breaking bad habits, spending more time with our family, being nicer to our spouse etc.- typically those things that would make us healthier and happier with our lives. 

   All of these things are worthwhile goals and we should try to accomplish the ones that affect us. There is, however, one goal that should be first and foremost in the life of every Christian as we face a new year, and that is to be more Christ like in all that we do.

   As I consider my resolution to achieve this goal I would like to share with you some thoughts I have to help me do so. Maybe they will just work for us all.

Show more love for God: Thou shalt love the Lord thy 

God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all 

thy mind. (Matt 22:37) For this is the love of God, that we keep His commandments (I John 5: 2)

Show more love to one another: A new commandment I give unto you, that ye love one another; even as I have love you, that ye also love one another. (John 13:34) In love of the brethren be tenderly affectioned one to another; in honor preferring one another;  (Rom 12:10)

Spend more time in study of God's word: Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to

be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth.  

(2 Tim 2:15)

Spend more time in prayer: pray without ceasing; 

(1 Thess. 5:17) The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much. (James 5:16)

Cont. on page 3

Give more to God: (Let) each man (do) according as he hath purposed in his heart: not grudgingly, or of necessity: for

God loveth a cheerful giver. (I Cor.9: 7)

Do any work required for His cause:

Wherefore, my beloved brethren, be ye stedfast, unmoveable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, forasmuch as ye know that your labor is not vain in the Lord.  (I Cor. 15: 58) Even so let your light shine before men; that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven. (Matt 5:16)

Be prudent in worship: Not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together, as the manner of some is; but exhorting one another: and so much the more, as ye see the day approaching. (Heb. 10: 25)

Give all diligence to: add to your faith virtue; and to virtue knowledge; and to knowledge temperance; and to temperance patience; and to patience godliness; and to godliness brotherly kindness; and to brotherly kindness charity. For if these things be in you, and abound, they make you that ye shall neither be barren nor unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. (II Peter 1: 5-8)

May God help us to achieve these goals!




JP

What will You do Different this Year?           Reused 01/02/2011
    Wow! Another year has past and we wonder where the time went. We are left to ponder all those resolutions we made and how many short falls there were. Consequently, we make new resolutions and most often they are pretty much a renewal of the ones we made last year. It's an indication that 1. We realize the need to make such changes and 2. We did not do a very good job keeping the ones we made.

    While we often fail to keep or act upon those goals that would make us healthier and happier with our lives, it is no big deal.  We just try to do better next time. On the other hand when it is something that affects our spiritual life it is another matter. When we fail to achieve spiritual goals, it leaves us vulnerable to sin and keeps us from the most important goal i.e. being more Christ-like as God would have us be.

    I read an article a while back entitled, "If we keep doing what we have always done, the results will be the same". The author spoke of desiring results without making the necessary change in an effort to achieve results. It won't work. Such truisms do not need much commentary, but it brings me to the point of this "Seed for Thought". What will you do different to achieve your goals, this year, to be a better citizen in God's kingdom?

    Last year we talked about loving God more, loving one another more, studying God's word more, spending more time in prayer, giving more to God, doing our share of the work, doing more for His cause, being more prudent in worship, and giving diligence to (II Peter 1: 5-8).

Cont. on page 3

    If you excelled in these things you are to be commended but if not it is time to buckle down and address the problem. It is not something to which we can shrug our shoulders and say "Oh Well"! 

    What if you invited one more family into your home than you did last year? How much closer would it make us as a church family? 

    What if you found one additional hour per week to seriously study God's word? Would it help you spiritually? 

    What if you could find 10 extra minutes each day to spend in prayer? Would it make you a stronger Christian?

    What if you could increase your giving by 5%? What would it do for our efforts? Do you believe that God would bless us?

    What if you determined to meet all of your duty obligations? Would you feel a closer tie with our church family? 

    What if you invited one additional person to study the bible? Would it affect our efforts to teach the lost?

    What if you made a determination to attend every service (bible class, gospel meeting, VBS, etc) of this congregation? Would it enrich your life and that of your children?

    Peter gives a clear picture of such diligence to these matters. "For if these things be in you, and abound, they make you that ye shall neither be barren nor unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ".
(2 Peter 1:8)

    As we begin a new year, let us decide to do something more and different than to just let good intentions slide. I believe that we will be a happier and healthier church and God will be pleased with us.
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Can we live Without God?
Reused 12292013
     As the past holidays approached, there was sudden increase in the down play of Christianity as anything more than a mystical religious obsession of a lot of people. As political correctness kicked in more and more, the media was quick to point out that there were other religions to which we must pay attention. As these ideas developed and were pushed forward, there was raised the absurd question, "can man live without God"? The question brought about a discussion by several so called scholars from different religions to decide the matter and was promoted as a program not to be missed. As the program developed, an even more absurd question was raised by a Jewish fellow, who asks, "Can God live without us"? It was his belief that He could not. 

     I did not see much of the program and normally I do not pay much attention to such nonsense, because it comes from a total lack of knowledge of God and utter contempt for his word. Such ideas denounce God and need go no further. As we consider, however, our walk with God in the coming year, it would do us well to consider the alternative to these questions.

      In one sense the answer to both questions is "yes". Yes, man can live without God; millions do it each day and have done so from time beginning. In the Roman letter, Paul describes this state; “because that, knowing God, they glorified him not as God, neither gave thanks; but became vain in their reasonings, 

and their senseless heart was darkened.  Professing themselves to be wise, they became fools, 

(Rom. 1:21- 22) for that they exchanged the truth of God for a lie, (Rom 1:25) He goes on to describe their morality, the like of which is present in our society today. To the latter question, the answer is yes, "God can live without us".  In his description of their sinful state Paul says, several times, that God "gave them up" and in verse 28 says it was to a "reprobate mind". That is a mind, which must be rejected by God, and it was of His own will.
     But is this what God and our relationship to Him is meant to be? Certainly not, for it is in His image that we are made (Gen.1: 26). The alternative answer, therefore, is No, we can not live in that image without Him and No, He does not want to live without us. Consider the price He paid. " For the grace of God hath appeared, bringing salvation to all men, instructing us, to the intent that, denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should live soberly and righteously and godly in this present world; looking for the blessed hope and appearing of the glory of the great God and our Saviour Jesus Christ; who gave himself for us, that he might redeem us from all iniquity, and purify unto himself a people for his own possession, zealous of good works. (Titus 2:11-14) It is those who diligently seek Him that He has chosen to be His people.

     As we seek Him in the coming year, let us do so through knowledge of Him (II Pet 1: 3) and "seeing we are compassed about with so great a cloud of witnesses, lay aside every weight, and the sin which doth so easily beset us, and let us run with patience the race that is set before us". (Heb. 12:1-2) Foolish questions matter not.
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God vs. Starbucks?

"For many are called, but few chosen". (Matt 22:14)

     I received in the mail this past week (as perhaps many of you did) a card, from a group calling itself "Mountain Lake Church". The card was an effort to solicit and recruit and it did so in a way that will appeal to a lot of people, I am sure. The thrust of the solicitation was, "Why can't CHURCH be more like STARBUCKS?" "Real people. Doing real life. Together." There is little doubt that the promoters of this question think that it is and that’s the way it should be. The challenge to those who would accept is, "We'll change the way you think about church" and the proof is, complete with logo, "Serving Starbucks coffee every week". Such is the appeal of modern religion.

     It has not been too many years past when most of the denominational churches would not have tolerated such things. They, too, saw their assembly as a time of worship to God with reverence. Yet, through the evolution of modernism, most now offer a "contemporary service" which is nothing more than an "anything goes" show. The idea of "Church" is similar to the idea of "Theater". A happening designed to entertain folks.

     In every use of the word church in the New Testament, it is a description of saints gathered to worship God. From the Greek "ek"  (out of) and 

"klesis"  (a calling ) is "ekklesis" (church) the called out of God. (Rom. 8: 28) That calling comes by a standard of obedience to the will of God through the gospel of Jesus Christ. (II Thess. 2: 14; I Pet. 5: 10)

     Concerning these things Jesus said, "But the hour cometh, and now is, when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and truth: for such doth the Father seek to be his worshippers. God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship in spirit and truth". (John 4:23-24) Paul describes the Church as, "the pillar and ground of the truth". (I Tim. 3: 15) It is something that has as its core God and not Starbucks coffee.

     Such modern perversions of what is acceptable to God is from the precepts of man and Jesus condemns it as" vain worship"  (Matt. 15: 9)

     While the appeal of "Starbucks coffee" and "music you can relate to" and "any thing goes" are obviously wrong, we must not allow the not so obvious to cloud our focus on the real purpose of "church", i.e. assembling together to worship God. 

     There are many benefits to each of us in worship. We are encouraged by fellowship, we are strengthened by study together, our hearts are made glad when we sing together and we feel the tie that binds us when we eat the supper. There are outreach opportunities for guest who come and observe. But, we must remember always that the real reason for our coming together is none of these things. Our purpose as a church is to praise God, to worship Him and to honor who He is and what He means to us.

     When John fell at the feet of the angle to worship him, he was rebuked with two words, "worship God". (Rev 22: 8-9) 

     Worship is not about Starbucks or us, it is about God. Let's keep Him in focus as we worship today and every Lord's Day
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Small Potatoes 

But this (I say,) He that soweth sparingly shall reap also sparingly; and he that soweth bountifully shall reap also bountifully. (2 Cor. 9:6)

     I read a short article the other day about the Chinese farmers, who many years ago, learned a harsh lesson about the laws of nature by their farming practices. It seems that, they theorized that they could eat all the large potatoes and save the small ones for seed. Over a period of time the farmers made a startling discovery, nature had reduced their entire crop to the size of marbles. They had come to understand the law of life in a harsh way; you can not have the best of everything for yourself and use the leftovers for seed. Fortunately, we have learned this lesson well over time and now go to great lengths to insure that we plant the very best seed to produce the highest yield from the land.

    On the other hand there is a sense where planting small potatoes is a common thing and one that can befall each of us if we are not careful. In a society that is obsessed with having things and doing things it is not hard for Christians to get caught up in these pursuits, to the detriment of their spiritual life. 

When we begin to expend our efforts in the pursuit of wealth, material goods and good times to the extent that we minimize our efforts to "diligently seek God", we are planting small potatoes.  When we allow our children's lives to become filled with school or sports or other activities to the extent that we minimize their efforts to come unto a "knowledge of God", we are planting small potatoes. 

     Jesus taught along these lines when He said "Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon the earth….. but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven,….. for where thy treasure is, there will thy heart be also". (Matt 6:19-21) 

As the farmer's treasure is in the quality of the seed planted each year so also is our treasure in the quality of the seed we plant in the spiritual soil of our lives each day. We cannot eat all the big potatoes and have them too. “Be not deceived; God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap. For he that soweth unto his own flesh shall of the flesh reap corruption; but he that soweth unto the Spirit shall of the Spirit reap eternal life". (Gal 6:7-8)

     Are you planting the kind of seed that will yield a bountiful harvest? 
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Touching Jesus 
Reused 01/09/2011
And all the multitude sought to touch him; for power came forth from him, and healed (them) all. 

(Luke 6:19)

     On the occasion of this title verse, Jesus had been up on the mountain where He chose the twelve. When they came down to a level place, they were met by a great multitude of people. It is obvious that His fame had spread through the region for many had come from great distances. 

      This great audience consisted of three distinct groups. First, there were a great number of disciples, those who had previously heard and believed in Him. Second, was a great multitude from all Judea and Jerusalem and from Tyre and Sidon. These were not yet committed to him but came to hear. And third, the sick, lame, and the diseased that came or were brought to be healed of their diseases. In addition there were many that were vexed or tormented by unclean spirits, demons of Satan, devilish in nature and evil in influence. Considering the medical knowledge of the time, they had probably exhausted all resources available to them and in faith saw this healer as their only hope.

      It is important to note that they came with faith in what they knew about Jesus for they sought only to touch Him to be healed. It was not just the pressing of the crowd, for Jesus took no note of this, but a deliberate act of faith to touch him for a purpose. We see this detailed in Luke eight. Jesus knew someone had touched Him for this purpose for power went out from Him. When the woman confessed He replied, your faith hath made you whole. (Lk.8: 45-48)

Do you ever feel that you are troubled by evil spirits (evil people or evil influences) around you? The Bible says it will be so. David said, "Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity; and in sin did my mother conceive me". (Ps 51:5) This is not saying that David was born a sinner or that his mother did some immoral act that resulted in his birth but that he was born into a world dominated by sin. One in which all mankind has violated God's will (Rom. 3:23) 

     I will tell you now, that the only hope of relief is to "touch Jesus". The only way to overcome temptation is to "touch Jesus". The only way to be healed from guilt is to "touch Jesus". 

     Touch Jesus in faith! Thomas touched the hand and side of Jesus and said "My Lord and my God" to which Jesus replied, "Because thou hast seen me, thou hast believed: blessed (are) they that have not seen, and (yet) have believed" (John 20:29)

     Touch Jesus by obedience! And Peter (said) unto them, Repent ye, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ unto the remission of your sins; and ye shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 

(Acts 2: 38)

     Touch Jesus by Submission! Jesus answered and said unto him, If a man love me, he will keep my word: and my Father will love him, and we will come unto him, and make our abode with him. (John 14:23)

     Touch Jesus through service! And the King shall answer and say unto them, Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye did it unto one of these my brethren, (even) these least, ye did it unto me. (Matt 25:40)

     Did you come this morning to touch Jesus? I hope so for He is our only hope.
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Dealing with Temptation
Reused 10/14/2012
Let no man say when he is tempted, I am tempted of God; for God cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself tempteth no man: (James 1:13)

     We are all bound to face temptation in this life. It is the tool by which Satan lures us into participation in the things of the world. When Satan tempted Jesus it was the "lust of the flesh", the "lust of the eye" and the" pride of life" that was laid before him. This may not sound like much but John described it as "all that is in the world" and that it, "is not of the Father but of the world". (I John 2: 16)
     The Greek word "periasmos" translated "temptation", in the noun sense means "outward trials" and is the subject of James 1: 1-12. These may very well come from God to test or prove our faith as with Abraham (Gen. 22: 1). It is in this sense that we are to count it, "all joy". On the other hand, however, with the verb form we see the more sinister use, i.e. "to solicit to do evil". 

     The philosophical idea is that man is a creature of his heredity and environment, neither of which he chose.  Therefore, he should not be held accountable for any sin that resides in him. James strikes down this deadly idea in one blow in verses (13-15). No one can blame God for their temptation as Adam did in 

(Gen. 3:12). Temptation is a result of one's own lust by which he is enticed, "deleazo", literally "baited". 

Satan uses the most desirable things to "hook' us much like the fisherman who uses the most attractive and alluring fly to make the fish strike.

What then is the answer to dealing with temptation?  Jesus used His knowledge of God's word to defeat Satan and we must use it also. Our reliance must be upon God. (2 Peter 2: 9) God knows the temptation we face because Jesus faced them. (Heb. 4:15) Consider these things:

1. Trust in God.  There hath no temptation taken you but such as man can bear: but God is faithful, who will not suffer you to be tempted above that ye are able; but will with the temptation make also the way of escape, that ye may be able to endure it. (1 Cor 10:13)

2.  Don't get into compromising situations. As the fish leaves the safety of cover to take the fly, so is one who puts themselves in bad situations. Be subject therefore unto God; but resist the devil, and he will flee from you. (James 4:7)

3. If you find yourself in such a situation get out ASAP. If we can justify children having cell phones, it would be to call their parents to say, "come get me". But flee youthful lusts, and follow after righteousness, faith, love, peace, with them that call on the Lord out of a pure heart.
(2 Tim 2:22)

4. Just say no! The old anti-drug campaign had the premise "just say no". I don't know how successful it was but the idea is sound. When faced with bad choices" just say no"!

 (I Cor. 10: 13)

5. Pray often. Pray that ye enter not into temptation. (Luke 22:40)

6. When you fail and fall correct it.

Jesus knows our every weakness and will succor those who are tempted.

(Heb. 2: 17-18)

     Read the words to the song "Yield not to temptation" (# 798). If we look to God He will deliver us from evil.
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… about My Father’s business.

 And when they saw him, they were amazed: and his mother said unto him, Son, why hast thou thus dealt with us? behold, thy father and I have sought thee sorrowing. And he said unto them, how is it that ye sought me? Wist ye not that I must be about my Father's business? (Luke 2:48-49)
     Even at the tender age of twelve, Jesus knew that His work was to be about the Father’s business and by His response it is obvious that He thought His parents knew also. Throughout His life His focus was on doing the things for which he took upon himself the “form of a servant” and came to earth to do. He came to “fulfil the Law”, (Matt 5:17) and He came to build His church, (Matt 16: 18) and these things ultimately lead him to the cross. (Phil. 2:8) In all things He was obedient to the Father, without sin. 

(Heb 4:14)

       As a child of God, do you ever think in terms of being about the Fathers business? We talk much about spreading the gospel bringing the lost to Christ and supporting those who do, seeing to the needs of others, praying for the sick and assisting them where we can. I certainly believe that these things should be of first and foremost concern to us, but is that all there is?

     We justify the purchase of land and the building of this facility (a meeting place) with the Lord’s money based upon the fact that we have a command to meet on a regular basis and are not to forsake doing so. (Heb. 10:25) Someone may say, “well we could meet anywhere, under a brush arbor if necessary” and that is certainly true. On the other hand we justify this meeting place on the fact that it is important to have a comfortable respectable place to worship and bring those whom we are trying to teach the truth. I believe that both of these concepts are within the realm of scripture but the question is, doesn’t that make it our Father’s business?

     We have chosen (for as long as I have been here) to maintain these grounds and facilities by a volunteer roster and for the most part it has worked quite well.  Various men have made rosters for grass cutting and building cleaning and most have been eager to volunteer. In the monthly men’s meeting we discuss issues that need attention and someone is quick to take the task. Most of the time these things get done but sometimes they don’t. When that happens, things go unattended and that should not be.

      I know that sometimes there are extenuating circumstances, but oversight or neglect should not be the case.  If you are physically unable or have a schedule that won’t allow you to do these things, it’s OK. But, I am trying to impress upon each one of us the importance of knowing our responsibility for the things that others are depending upon us to do and to give prudence to these matters. After all they are “about the Father’s business”.
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"Pray Without Ceasing"

(I Thess. 5: 17)

   One of the most anticipated events in our roll as parents is that moment when a child says their first word. So anxious are we to hear that first communiqué that some very strange sounds are often interpreted as words. We talk to them with "baby talk" as they babble back to us for ten or twelve months and one day we hear "mom-ma" or "da-da".  We are thrilled that they have made the connection we wanted to hear and rightly so, because we have established the link by which we will communicate our expectations and desires that will shape their lives forever.  Furthermore, it is a link that expands as our instruction shapes them and they become full-grown adults leading their own lives. It is a link that we hope will never be broken.

     Would it be unreasonable then to think of God having the same anticipation for His child, to recognize the connection to Him that we have for ours? God is there for us and expects us to learn of and call upon Him for strength and growth. We have His desires and expectations for our lives through the word and he wants us to learn of Him. But, far more than that, He has given us an avenue of prayer to talk with Him and He waits anxiously for us to do so. 

     Is it any wonder then that Paul would say to God's children, "Pray without ceasing"? Many have become confounded by this command thinking it an impossible task and I suppose it would be if taken literally. When we realize, however, that he is talking about an attitude of heart toward God that expresses a relationship of children, dependant upon a Father, it is not hard to see why we should be continually mindful to pray.  It is this link with God, through prayer, which makes us prudent in all the right aspects of our lives. 

     For many years I thought of prayer in a formal way but over the years have come to realize that prayer is simply a personal communication with God and we can do it anytime in any place. Jesus gave a clue when He, (in contrast to those who stood on the street to be seen of men) said "But thou, when thou prayest, enter into thy closet, and when thou hast shut thy door, pray to thy Father which is in secret"; (Matt 6:6)

     Unfortunately, a shortcoming of many of us as Christians is that we just don't pray as much as we should. But, just like the child who seeks and follows the direction of his parents, live wholesome and happy lives, so those who seek God through prayer lead righteous and happy lives that lead to eternity with Him. 

     Are you constant in prayer?

                                     JP

The Truth about a Lie

 Lying lips are an abomination to Jehovah; But they that deal truly are his delight. (Prov. 12: 22)

     It is uncertain how our word "lie" came into being but it pre-dates English to the old Teutonic languages.

It was once "leye", later "lighe" and then "lie". In any case a lie, simply put, is an untruth calculated to deceive. The Oxford English Dictionary says, "In modern use, the word is normally a violent expression of moral reprobation which in polite conversation tends to be avoided, the synonyms falsehood and untruth often being substituted as relatively euphemistic". 

      A lie is always wrong and probably nothing is described in the scripture as being more distasteful to God. In (Titus1: 2) Paul declares that, "God can not tell a lie". Because God is Truth, the Hebrew writer says, "it is impossible for God to lie". (Heb. 6: 18) Is it any wonder then that, “Lying lips are an abomination to Jehovah"?  In spite of this, lying is one of the most frequent of all sins.  I suppose it is because there are so many ways to do it. Some people just live a lie. In the International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, William Evens wrote, “It is not always a spoken word that is a lie, for a life lived under pretence, a hypocritical life is a lie equally with a false word".

     We often hear people talk about "little lies" or "white lies" and sometimes "half-truths" as when Satan tempted Eve (Gen. 3) and Abraham with Abimelech. (Gen, 20) Be assured, however, that when deception is involved, there are no half lies. 

     Lying can become habitual and be as addictive as any narcotic. Paul quoted a Cretan prophet as saying 

"all Cretans are liars". (Titus 1: 12) He was talking about the habitual nature of these people to lie. 

     Lying is a hurtful thing (Prov. 26: 28) and it is hated by all for, A righteous man hateth lying; (Prov 13:5). As strange as it seems, those who lie do not like to be lied to. 

     Of the seven things that are an abomination to God (Prov. 6: 16-17) one is a "lying tongue and another is "false witness that utter lies". In contrast to this John makes it very clear that the source of all lies is Satan. “Ye are of (your) father the devil ----- When he speaketh a lie, he speaketh of his own: for he is a liar and the father thereof". (John 8:44) When Ananias and Sapphira lied about their giving, Peter pointed directly to the source of their problem. “Ananias, why hath Satan filled thy heart to lie to the Holy Spirit"? (Acts 5:3)

     We are all susceptible when least expected. Consider Peter, who after three years with Jesus, in the end denied him with a lie.

     Above all, lying will cause one to be lost. So much does God hate the lying tongue, Jesus said, that along with others, " all liars shall have their part in the lake, which burneth with fire and brimstone: which is the second death. (Rev 21:8) I don't believe that there are any exceptions in that statement.

     Our children must be taught to be truthful by word and example while they are young and we must guard our lives that we can be an example of truth in all we do or say. May God help us to do so.

     


JP

 The Bible              Reused 11/27/2011
Thy word is a lamp unto my feet, and light unto my path. (Ps 119:105)

     At the beginning of an old Tennessee Ernie Ford medley of songs is a narration about a young man packing for a long journey. He tells his friend, “I am almost done; all I have left to pack is, a guide book, a mirror, a microscope, a lamp, a telescope, a book of poetry, some old letters, a few biographies, a book of songs, a sword, a hammer  and a set of books I have been studying”. “You will never get all that in” exclaimed his friend. “Oh yes!” he replied and with that he placed his bible in the corner of the suitcase and closed the lid.

     The word “Bible” from the Greek word bablia meaning originally “books”. In the Hebrew Scriptures the phrase “the books” occurs in Daniel 9:2 as Daniel pondered the words of Jehovah to Jeremiah.  It is certainly all the things mentioned above and more. I read a short article recently that truly highlights the Word of God and I would like to share it with you.

     “The Bible contains the mind of God, the state of man, the way of salvation, the doom of sinners and the happiness of believers.  Its doctrines are holy, its precepts are binding, its histories are true and its decisions are immutable.

     Read it to be wise, believe it to be safe and practice it to be holy. It contains light to direct you, food to support you and comfort to cheer you.

     It is the traveler’s map, the pilgrim’s staff, the pilot’s compass, the solder’s sword and the Christian’s charter. Here Paradise is restored, Heaven opened and the gates of hell disclosed. Christ is its

Grand subject, our good its design and the glory of God its end.

     It should fill the memory, rule the heart and guide the feet. Read it slowly, frequently and prayerfully. It is a mine of wealth, a paradise of glory and a river of pleasure. It is given you in life; it will be opened at the judgment and remembered forever.

     It involves the highest responsibility, will reward the greatest labor and will condemn all who trifle with its sacred contents. It offers protection for infancy, happiness for childhood, inspiration for youth, strength for maturity, assurance for the aged, comfort for death and salvation, riches, glory and reward for eternity”. (Author unknown)

      Most importantly, above all the things that man has said or written it alone is the standard by which we will be judged when we stand before God in eternity. “And I saw a great white throne, and him that sat upon it, from whose face the earth and the heaven fled away; and there was found no place for them. And I saw the dead, the great and the small, standing before the throne; and books were opened: and another book was opened, which is (the book) of life: and the dead were judged out of the things which were written in the books, according to their works. 

(Rev 20:11-12)

     Are you a faithful reader of God’s word? Do you study it diligently?  It’s important that you do and you miss so much when you don’t.




JP  
What is Man's Worth? 
Re-used 10/2011
that ye may be filled with the knowledge of his will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding, to walk worthily of the Lord unto all pleasing,

(Col. 1:9-10)

     Some years ago someone suggested that if you took the elements of the human body (a few minerals and water) for their face value, man would be worth about one dollar and ninety-six cents. I am sure that over the years, inflation has raised that figure to ten dollars or so but that is still a paltry amount. When this life is over and these elements return to the dust from which they come, it is no big deal.  But is that all there is to man? Is there no greater value to man in the eyes of anyone? 

     In the 22nd chapter of Job, one of Job's friends asks in sarcasm, "Can a man be profitable unto God? Surely he that is wise is profitable unto himself. Is it any pleasure to the Almighty, that thou art righteous? Or is it gain (to him), that thou makest thy ways perfect?" (Job 22:2-3) The intended answer was to be "no" and given the circumstances it is easy to see why these men would think this way.  But the fact is, these men did not know what they were talking about, and God acknowledged this when He said “Who is this that darkeneth counsel by words without knowledge?" (Job 38:2) 

In spite of the sarcasm, the answer to these questions is a resounding "yes" and the profitability (worth) is in the eyes of God. 

     We were made in the image of God (Gen. 1:27) and no one can say that we are of no value to Him. Jesus would say, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth on him should not perish, but have eternal life". (John 3:16) What greater value could be placed on anything than the life of the Son of God?  "Greater love hath no man than this that a man lay down his life for his friends". (John 15:13) For the many who turn their back on God it may seem too great a sacrifice but we must understand that; "God commendeth his own love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us". (Rom. 5:8) For those who believe on His Son, it is a sacrifice that will bring us to eternal joy with God. 

     Yes, man can be profitable to God, yes, there is pleasure to the Almighty when we live righteously before Him, and yes there is pleasure to the Almighty when we strive to make our way perfect. Are you striving to be a pleasure to God? 

     It means walking in the footsteps of the Savior.

                                      JP

What makes a King?

Jesus answered him, Thou wouldest have no power against me, except it were given thee from above:
(John 19:11)

     The symbol of my father's authority was the razor strop that hung behind the closet door. With the advent of the safety razor, it had lost its intended usefulness but had taken on another. We all knew it was there to enforce the will of the head of the household and good or bad no one wanted to hear the command, "go get the strop". 

     In the kingdom of men it is authority, usually applied by force and brutality, that makes one a king. Often times the reign of the king was directly related to this force and when someone stronger came along that king was killed and another took his place. Even in the kingdom of Israel where God named the king, Saul's pursuit of David and his effort to kill him was based on his fear of being overthrown. From these things was coined the phrase "uneasy lies the head that wears the crown". 

     Nowhere is this more evident than in the Roman Empire. From "Augustus" 23 BC, to "Romulus Agustulus" 476 AD, there were 92 emperors over the empire, some in power only days before they were over thrown. 

The King of Kings

     It was into this volatile society that Jesus came to establish a kingdom that would last forever, to triumph over all. A universal empire based on love, righteousness and truth.  There was no need for an

army to keep him in power, no show of force to bring people into subjection to him. He came in humility likened unto a lamb. It was said of him, “who, when he was reviled, reviled not again; when he suffered threatened not"; (1 Peter 2:23).  It was to be a kingdom "not of this world." (John 18:36) He told Pilate, “Every one that is of the truth heareth my voice". (John 18:37) His plea to His subjects was a simple " Come unto me, all ye that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I am meek and lowly in heart: and ye shall find rest unto your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light". (Matt 11:28-30) His entrance into the city of Jerusalem dispelled any thought that He was an earthly king.

     But by what authority then could one so humble boldly proclaim his kingship?  Although evasive toward the Jews when they questioned His authority, He proclaimed to His disciples “All authority hath been given unto me in heaven and on earth. (Matt 28:18). 

     Kingdoms may come and go but His kingdom will stand forever. All will name His name and all will bow in subjection to Him. (Phil 2:9-11)

     As we assemble this morning to sing songs of praise, to remember His death, to pray through His name, and to study His word, it requires complete submission to Him. If we are His disciples, it is because that is what we want to be. May God help us to be loyal citizens of the Heavenly Kingdom.
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Forgiveness  Reused
This is the covenant that I will make with them after those days, saith the Lord: I will put my laws on their heart, and upon their mind also will I write them; (then saith he,) And their sins and their iniquities will I remember no more. 
(Heb 10:16-17)

    The inventive genius Thomas Edison lost his great New Jersey laboratories to an inferno-like fire on a cold December night in 1914. Gone were years of hard work on many projects that were never to be. Yet on the very next morning, walking among the still smoldering rubble of those buildings that had housed so many of his projects, Edison, then 67, said, “There is great value in a disaster like this. All our mistakes are burned up. Thank God, we can start anew”.

     Sometimes, I wonder if, as Christians, we really grasp the magnitude of God’s forgiveness. That is, when we put to death the old man and our sins are washed away in baptism, that they are gone. Some Christians struggle with the sins of past life only to be mired in and dragged down by what has been put behind. Some who have not yet become Christian but realize their need to do so agonize over the thought that their sins are so great that they could not be forgiven.

     As one who had a part in the death of Christians and persecuted the church, Paul, after his conversion would say, “I verily thought with myself that I ought to do many things contrary to the name of Jesus of Nazareth.” (Acts 26:9)

     One of the great attributes of the life of the Apostle Paul was his complete devotion to the cause of Christ but, he said of himself that he was the “chief of sinners”. (I Tim. 1:15) Yet, in spite of this, he obtained mercy,

“that in me as chief might Jesus Christ show forth all his longsuffering, for an ensample of them that should thereafter believe on him unto eternal life. (1 Tim 1:16)

     Far greater than the fire that destroyed the mistakes and failures of Edison’s inventive genius, the forgiveness of repentance and the waters of baptism, erase our sin from the mind of God. “Wherefore if any man is in Christ, (he is) a new creature: the old things are passed away; behold, they are become new.” (2 Cor 5:17)

     Are the sins of the past hindering your growth in the Lord? Are they preventing you from obeying God? One thing is for sure, if we are to gain the prize of Heaven we must be able to do as Paul, “but one thing (I do), forgetting the things which are behind, and stretching forward to the things which are before. I press on toward the goal unto the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus. 
(Phil 3:13-14)



JP
Worship Changes Us

     If you research the word worship, whether from the Old Testament Hebrew or the New Testament Greek, most scholars use pretty much the same phrases to describe it. Words like “bow down", "prostrate", "fall down" or "hold in awe" are used as the action of expressing worship. It is, however, far more than just bowing down to something or someone. It is to submit oneself to that object of worship. Other forms of the word carry the idea of laboring for or serving the object of worship. One of the more interesting words is "astabh" translated to "carve", "fabricate", or "fashion" some object based on the effect it's worship has had on the worshipers, i.e. , the golden calf of Exodus 32. It is rightly said, "Worship changes the worshipers into the image of the worshiped". 

      When Israel took for themselves "strange gods" (Deut. 32: 16), they became like the nations around them to the point that God rejected them completely. (Hosea 1) When Paul spoke of the plight of the Gentiles who choose not to honor God, he said, "professing themselves to be wise, they became fools, and changed the glory of the incorruptible God for the likeness of an image of corruptible man, and of birds, and four-footed beasts, and creeping things. (Rom 1:22-23) Because they worshiped the creature rather than the Creator, (vs. 25) it was with devastating results (vs. 26-27), and God gave them up to a "reprobate mind" (vs. 28). It was not that God caused them to do wrong, but the natural results of the objects of their worship. They became fashioned to sin and servants of it. 

      There are so many things (jobs, school, entertainment, sports, fame, the list is endless) that capture our attention and we must be on guard to see that they do not become the object of our worship. When the things of the world become our idols and we become servants to them, they make us into something God does not want us to be.

     On the other hand, as Christians it is a change we should strive to make. Paul wrote that Christians are to be "conformed to the image of His Son" (Rom. 8: 29). It is a natural attribute of true worshippers. We are to become "partakers of the Divine Nature" (II Pet. 1: 4) and God has given us all we need to do so.  (2 Peter 1:3)

     Bro. Ken Weliever wrote,

"As we worship a Holy God, we should become holy in our daily lives."

"As we sing of the love of God, we should love our fellow man."

"As we pray to a God who forgives our sins, we ought to forgive those who sin against us."

"As we reflect on the generosity of God toward us, we should be generous toward Him."

"As we take communion and worship our God of grace, we should be gracious toward our brethren." Worship has the power to change us.

"O to be like thee! Blessed Redeemer Pure as Thou art; Stamp Thine own image deep on my heart"




JP

The Truth about Sin!

For the wages of sin is death; but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Rom. 6:23)

     I know a young man who by bad choices and some bad discussions related to those choices has all but ruined his life. Against all of the religious convictions of the family in which he was raised he is only a step away from sleeping under a bridge somewhere. So deep is his desperation that he spoke to his mother about "coming back to church". When ask why he would not do so his reply was, "well I have done some really bad things, I have picked up some really bad habits, I don't think I could come back". (Properly interpreted, it says I am not really ready to give up the mess I have made). He is not the first to reason this way nor will he be the last. 

    None the less, this thought process says much about the way people look at sin. Many have the idea that somehow there are different degrees of sin. That some sins are worse than others, something like the opposite of "good", "better", "best". Lest we fall into such a state of disillusion, know that John said,  "all unrighteousness is sin" (I Jn. 5: 17) "he tells us furthermore that " he that doeth sin is of the devil; for the devil sinneth from the beginning". (1 John 3:8)

     Sin is sin and anything that is sin (great or small) separates us from God. Paul wrote, " for all have sinned, and fall short of the glory of God; (Rom 3: 23) It is how we handle such sin in our life that determines our relationship to God.  Sin does not go away by its self. Many have the idea (including some that call themselves Christians) that if left alone and not admitted somehow sin will go away or correct

itself. In (I John 5: 16) he speaks of a sin unto death vs. a sin not unto death. I believe that prudent study of this passage shows that he is talking about unrepented sin that one is not willing to confess. When that is the case that person will die in sin.

     Sin will enslave us if we allow it to go unchecked in our life. Jesus answered them, Verily, verily, I say unto you, Every one that committeth sin is the bondservant of sin. (John 8:34) Paul said, " Know ye not, that to whom ye present yourselves (as) servants unto obedience, his servants ye are whom ye obey; whether of sin unto death, or of obedience unto righteousness? (Rom 6:16)

     Sin is the result of ones own lustful desire. But each man is tempted, when he is drawn away by his own lust, and enticed. Then the lust, when it hath conceived, beareth sin: and the sin, when it is fullgrown, bringeth forth death. (James 1:14-15)

      Know this, however, that in spite of all we do, there is no sin that the blood of Jesus can not remove. When you consider the extent to which Christ suffered to free us from sin, could anything diminish that? Paul said, "Christ gave Himself for our sin that He might deliver us out of this present evil world" (Gal. 1:4) He bare our sins in His own body upon the tree. (I Pet. 2:24)

     The question is then, what are we willing to do about sin in our life? Will we face reality and turn from it or continue to be its slave? (I Jn. 1:9)

     May God help us to see His love for all who will turn to Him in righteousness. 

Jesus paid it all, all to Him I owe.

Sin had left a crimson stain,

He washed it white as snow.
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Don’t Step on the Cracks!

Trust in Jehovah, and do good; dwell in the land, and feed on (his) faithfulness.  Delight thyself also in Jehovah; and he will give thee the desires of thy heart.  Commit thy way unto Jehovah; trust also in him, and he will bring it to pass.  (Ps 37:3-5)

     I grew up in a small industrial town of about 25,000, with rows of neatly tailored houses and well kept sidewalks with shade trees between the walks and street.  It was a true “Mayberry” setting. Although I lived outside the city limits, I attended the city school and walked home each day with a group of kids each dropping off along the way as we reached our own turf.

     Walking along together it was not uncommon to hear “don’t step on the crack” or “step on the crack, break your back”.  Even at that tender age we were influenced (although we did not recognize it) by superstition.  It is a condition that continually invades our lives with some of the most superstitious people being sports figures. Baseball players are perhaps the worst and they become involved in all kinds of odd behavior, believing that it will help them play better.

    Dave Egner wrote, “when running in from the outfield, Babe Ruth always stepped on second base just for good luck and Willie Mays kicked it for the same reason. Manager Leo Durocher changed his 
seat on the team bus to break a loosing streak. Other things include, not changing bats before a certain inning or tapping the plate three times before the pitch or not changing a uniform during a winning streak or not stepping on the foul line all are common practices.  A 1920’s Yankee pitcher, Lefty O’Doul, said, “Its not that if I stepped on the line I would really lose the game, but why take the chance? He must have believed deeply within himself that if some supernatural power was available he wanted it.”

     But, are these just harmless rituals that have no significance? Some say yes but I don’t think so. Superstitions reveal something about the object of one’s trust. The bible warns us about trusting unknown forces that work behind the scenes. (Deut. 18:9-13) On the other hand, there are 83 passages that speak of trusting in Jehovah or the consequences of trusting in something else. 

    As children of God, we understand that all things are faithfully planned and controlled by God. Those who trust in Christ must reject the idea of luck and chance. We know and are assured that God alone is in control of all things and that He knows the smallest detail about each one of us and cares about our well being. We must learn to trust God and we have assurance to do that. “And we know that to them that love God all things work together for good, (even) to them that are called according to (his) purpose”. (Rom 8:28)
      Whatever circumstances we may face in life, we cannot let ourselves be deceived into believing that some outside force will make a difference in the outcome. Rather let us trust in God with prayer and say with the prophet, “Behold, God is my salvation; I will trust, and will not be afraid; for Jehovah, (even) Jehovah, is my strength and song; and he is become my salvation”. (Isa 12:2)

                                              JP
 Praying      Reused 09/23.2012
In nothing be anxious; but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God. (Phil 4:6)

     Triggered by the news of a man falling under a 

bus and being crushed, I heard another man relate his similar experience. Walking on the street in Vail Co., he slipped on some ice and fell under a moving bus. In his case the driver saw the event unfold and was able to stop the vehicle only inches from his head. He continued the story by saying that when he picked himself up his first comment was, "where is the nearest church, I need to give thanks".  

     This statement struck me with interest because I think it reflects the way most people view prayer, i.e.,

a very formal thing, in a religious setting with a little ante to help things along. For much of my own life I think I also looked at prayer in a way that was too formal. Not only in public worship but also in my personal prayers I felt the need to structure them in a formal way to be appropriate to God. That is, in the right way, at the right time, in the right posture. Although my feelings have changed over time I do not want to diminish in any way the reverence we must have before God in prayer. 

      When we consider all the teachings of Jesus on prayer, we must realize that prayer is perhaps the most intimate relationship we have with God. (Matt 6:6) Not some mere energizing of the religious soul but the request of a child to a father. Jesus often went off alone to pray to the Father. (Mk 6:46) When the disciples ask Jesus to teach them to pray, He began by acknowledging God as Father and that His name 

is Hallowed.

                                    

We can approach God with boldness because Jesus purchased that right with his life. (Heb. 4:14-16)

John said," we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous": (1 John 2:1) 

     Effectual prayer can be a simple request, "God help me". For those who are His children, He anticipated that there would be times and situations when we would not be able to express our longing. To this end Paul wrote, "And in like manner the Spirit also helpeth our infirmity: for we know not how to pray as we ought; but the Spirit himself maketh intercession for (us) with groanings which cannot be uttered; and he that searcheth the hearts knoweth what is the mind of the Spirit, because he maketh intercession for the saints according to (the will of) God". (Rom 8:26-27)

     I am afraid that most of us (with the best intentions) do not pray as much as we should. It is a short- coming we should all work on, I know that it is for me. Yet it is so easy to pray to God for He has made Himself so accessible to us. We can pray anywhere, anytime we desire to speak to the one who cares for us the most. When Paul wrote "Pray without ceasing" (I Thess.5: 8)

It was with this mind that he spoke. 

     As we worship today, let us be fervent in our prayers together and not only here but in our daily life as  children of God.

"What a Friend we have in Jesus

All our sins and grief to bear

What a privilege to carry

Everything to God in prayer

O what peace we often forfeit

O what needless pain we bear

All because we do not carry

Everything to God in prayer".
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A PURE HEART 
Reused 09/18/2011
But flee youthful lusts, and follow after righteousness, faith, love, peace, with them that call on the Lord out of a pure heart. (2 Tim 2:22)
     As the old saying goes the only thing worse than finding a worm in your apple, is finding half a worm.

But, did you ever stop to think, how a worm gets in the apple? Perhaps you think the worm burrows in from the out side, but that is not so. How then, does it get in the apple? Simple! An insect lays its egg in the blossom of the apple. Sometime later, the worm hatches in the heart of the apple and eats its way out.

     Sin, like the worm, begins in the heart (mind) and works through a person’s thoughts words and actions.

For this reason, after his conviction of the sin that he committed David wrote, Create in me a clean heart, O God;” (Ps51:10)

     There are more than 100 uses of the word pure, in scripture and in every case it refers to the nature of things approved by God. Whether it was the trappings of the tabernacle, water for the ceremonial washings, oil for the lamps or the animal to be sacrificed, God expected it to be pure. When Jesus said “Blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God” (Matt 5:8), He was speaking of those who by rational judgment and conscious effort and will, make up their mind to keep their motives and principles pure and do what is right in God’s sight. They make a concerted effort to be pure. I am convinced that it is a lack of willingness to be pure much more than circumstances that lead most to sin. Certainly it was the case with David.  
     But, how does one achieve a pure heart and maintain it? For those who want to raise apples without worms in them, it begins before the blooms appear. Any good county extension office will tell the farmer to begin a spraying program before the blossoms appear (Not a bad plan for would - be parents as well) and continue it until the fruit is set. What makes for pure tasty apples is a concerted effort on the part of the grower and what makes for a pure, clean heart, is a concerted effort on the part of the grower as well.

It is interesting to note that before David asks God to create in him a clean heart, he asks of God; ““Purify me with hyssop, and I shall be clean: wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.  Hide thy face from my sins, and blot out all mine iniquities. (Ps. 51:7-9) David knew that his sins separated him from God and they must be dealt with before he could have a clean heart. 

     One of the great things about repentance and obedience to God is that our sins are washed away. Uncontaminated by sin we are now whiter than snow and God has something to work with.  His word will keep us pure but to be sure, if we stop the sprayings the worms will be back.

     As we worship God this morning let each of us make a conscious, willing effort to be pure in all that we do, it is our only hope of seeing Him.

     Turn to hymn number 542 and read the words.
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Discretionary Authority 

All authority hath been given unto me in heaven and on earth. (Matt 28:18)

     From my earliest memories of school lunches, one of the things that stand out most is "fish Friday". It was the practice of the school lunchroom to serve fish every Friday to accommodate the students who were from Catholic homes and believed it was a sin (a violation of church teaching) to eat meat on Friday. I don't know if this is done much today but throughout my school years and on into military service great effort was made to accommodate this belief. 

      For as long as I can remember Catholics have defended this doctrine and those who practice the teachings of the Catholic Church abstain from meat by substituting fish. Right or wrong, credit is due for holding to what they believe. You would think, however, that something so strongly believed would ingrained itself into a person so that to do otherwise would violate the conscience so deeply that they could not do it. After all it has been a sin for a long time.

      During the past week it was announced several times that, because St. Patrick's Day falls on Friday, the Archbishop of the Savannah diocese was lifting this ban so Catholics could enjoy corned beef and cabbage (a St Patrick's day staple) if they wished.

Suddenly it is no longer a sin? When the celebration is over and the restriction is reinstated it will again become a sin? What nonsense!  It is within the right of the Catholic Church to give its "clergy" whatever authority it wishes but the authority required for something like this is abstract from anything in God's

Word and does not come from our Lord.

     Jesus said, " All authority hath been given unto me in heaven and on earth. Go ye therefore, and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them into the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit: teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I commanded you:" (Matt 28:18-20) Does this sound like something Jesus would teach?

     We can surely see the fallacy of this but I wonder if we realize that in our own way we can make decisions that set aside God's authority without giving it much thought. If it is right to assemble as saints on a regular basis (Heb. 10: 25) can we at our discretion choose not to do so? If it is right to remember the Lord's death on the first day of the week, (I Cor. 11: 26) can we at our discretion choose not to do so? If it is right to give as we are prospered on the first day, (I Cor. 16: 2) can we at our discretion choose not to do so? If something is condemned by God's word can we at our discretion choose to participate in it anyway? We all know the answers to these questions. Nonetheless many make the wrong choices about such questions every day and it is our choices that determine our relationship to God.

James said, “To him therefore that knoweth to do good and doeth it not, to him it is sin." (James 4:17)

      The a-fore mentioned decisions are made to please men and it matters not by what authority they come. It is only important that we remember that the authority of our Lord is the measure by which we live. As we worship Him let us be submissive to His authority in every aspects of life.




JP

How Do You Know?

 My doctrine is not mine, but his that sent me. If any man will do his will, he shall know of the doctrine, whether it be of God, or whether I speak of myself. (John 7:16-17)

     A couple of weeks ago there was a TV 

Special on a story that broke in the London newspaper and subsequently around the world, about a group of archeologists who had found a tomb site in or around Jerusalem.  According to this group of diggers there were several "bone boxes" each holding the remains of some individual and on one of the boxes was writings that identified it as "Judas the son of Jesus". Of course the immediate assumption is this then is the gravesite of Jesus of Nazareth and the other boxes contained His remains as well as Mary Magdalene (His wife) and Mary and Joseph, His parents. Needless to say, the archeological world as well as the religious world was abuzz over such findings and the two hour special went to great lengths to explain how all this could be, (to no avail) without offending Christianity. 

  I can think of two or three simple explanations, but explanations are not the point.  If this is indeed the grave of Jesus and it contains His bones, then He did not arise from the dead much less ascend to the Father, and the New Testament is false. Preaching it is in vain (I Cor. 15:14) and we are of all men most miserable. (I Cor. 15:19)

     But, how then do you know that Jesus lived, was crucified, buried, and arose on the third day and that some box of bones does not represent His final remains? The only argument man can give against it is the fact that the scriptures were written by men. But, what about inspiration? Those who denounce the scripture as the inspired word of God, do so, on the sole fact that men wrote it and man made it all up. Was there a George Washington, a Henry VIII, a Plato, or an Aristotle? Why should the historical record (written by men) of such men be any more creditable than the inspired historical record written by Jesus' disciples? Does inspiration make it any less accurate?

Not all of Jesus' followers believed it at first. Following the resurrection, Thomas was told that Jesus lived, and he said, "Except I shall see in his hands the print of the nails, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe." (John 20:25) When Jesus invited him to feel the prints he said, "My Lord and my God" (John 20:28).  Historical record or not, the crux of the matter is summed up in the response of Jesus, "Because thou hast seen me, thou hast believed: blessed (are) they that have not seen, and (yet) have believed." (John 20:29) 

     My friend, your soul salvation depends upon such faith.



Joe Phillips

Another Gospel Meeting

     I don't know when Gospel meetings began but I suppose you could consider Paul's missionary journeys a series of extended meetings. I do know that as far back as I can remember such meetings have been a part of my life. It was the practice of my parents to attend Gospel meetings in the area when they happened and the children were conditioned to go along.

     It was quite common for many of these meetings to be held under a large tent, i.e. "Tent Meetings". Larger congregations would purchase and maintain a large tent capable of housing 150 or more and they would make them available to smaller groups who did not have one. Such meetings often lasted two or three weeks in the summer with no A/C and the crowds would be overflowing. It took a great deal of effort on the part of many people to pull them off and the support of local members and visiting members was crucial to their success. Nonetheless, with this facility and by these means the Gospel was spread throughout rural America.

     Times have changed now and our focus on meetings has taken a different direction, but does that mean that Gospel meetings are not as important anymore? I sure hope no one here thinks that way but just what is your attitude toward our meeting this week? Do you see it as an added hassle in your busy schedule? An added inconvenience for the kids who have to stay up later on school nights? (not that it is so) Another meeting to sit through? Or is it perhaps an opportunity to revel in spiritual thoughts and studies to enrich my life in God's word?

Think for a moment about what it takes to make this meeting a success. First of all it must have a purpose. Our effort is designed to edify us as members and offer an appeal to those who have not obeyed Christ. It must have planning and that planning began many months ago. It requires preparation. Fliers have been printed and mailed, a sign was made and erected, a workday was held to tidy up loose ends. Accommodations and meals for the preacher have been made. It requires a presenter and Brother Weliever has come far to present lessons on things that should be important to us. The theme, "What Matters Most" focuses on subjects that will make us better servants of God and help us to know what really matters in life. 

     But, the one thing that really matters most to the success of this meeting is your participation in each and every service and that will take some effort on your part. Work schedules may have to be changed, homework completed early, ball practice missed. There may be other scheduled activities that you must give up to be here every night but look closely at the nightly subjects and decide which one is unimportant enough to miss.   

     I have said often that the choices we make about matters like this says much about our commitment to God. If you think that this special effort to reach lost souls and to be edified to a closer walk with God is important, you have a chance to prove it this week.

     If you make your plans and have the determination to be here every night, I will assure you that you will say as the Psalmist “I was glad when they said unto me, let us go unto the house of Jehovah". (Ps 122:1)




JP

Trying God 
Reused 11/23/09
"Harden not your hearts, as in the provocation, Like as in the day of the trial in the wilderness, Where your fathers tried (me) by proving (me,) and saw my works forty years."  (Hebrews 3: 8-9) 

   The words, to try, prove and tempt all come from the same Greek word "periazo" and denote an attempt to "put to the test" some thing. Thayer says of this word, "of God; by men, i.e. rebellion against God by which His powers and justice are as it were put to the proof and challenged to show themselves."

  Moses gave stern warning against this in (Deut. 6:16). This is the passage that Jesus quoted when tempted by Satan. (Matt. 4: 7)

  Because God is, anything He commands or prohibits is right, in and of itself, because it comes from Him. For man to “try" God is of no small matter as was the case of Ananias and Sapphira when they are charged with "trying the Spirit of the Lord" (Acts 5: 9) 

     When we try to circumnavigate or ignore the laws of God, be it first principle obedience, divorce and remarriage, unauthorized institutions within the Church or just the moral issues of our lives, we are surely putting God to the test. We try to see if just maybe He will let it slip by. The answer is that He will not and the consequences are spiritually fatal.

On the other hand there is a sense in which God encourages us to "try" Him and we should all be eager to do so. 

By the time the old scriptures came to a close the Jews had degraded in their relations to God to a point that they would say, " Ye have said, It is vain to serve God; and what profit is it that we have kept his charge, and that we have walked mournfully before Jehovah of hosts? (Mal. 3: 14)

So deep was their denial of sin, that when God ask them to return they would say, "Wherein shall we return? Will a man rob God? Wherein have we robbed thee?
(Mal 3: 7-8) They had robbed God in many ways but especially in tithes and offerings. Look at the challenge God puts before them. " Bring ye the whole tithe into the store-house, that there may be food in my house, and prove me now herewith, saith Jehovah of hosts, if I will not open you the windows of heaven, and pour you out a blessing, that there shall not be room enough (to receive it). (Mal. 3: 10) 

    This challenge awaits us today and it is about physical blessings. Although God has blessed us above all things in the giving of his Son, He will pour out physical blessings upon us when we serve Him as He desires. Hear the words of Jesus: "Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they toil not, neither do they spin: yet I say unto you, that even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these.  But if God doth so clothe the grass of the field, which to-day is, and to-morrow is cast into the oven, (shall he) not much more (clothe) you, O ye of little faith? Be not therefore anxious, saying What shall we eat? or, What shall we drink? or, Wherewithal shall we be clothed?. For after all these things do the Gentiles seek; for your heavenly Father knoweth that ye have need of all these things But seek ye first his kingdom, and his righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto you".  (Matt. 6: 28-33)

   Are you accepting God's challenge to "Prove Him", by your service?                           

JP

A Gospel Meeting "Post Partum"

And upon the first day of the week, when we were gathered together to break bread, Paul discoursed with them, intending to depart on the morrow;

(Acts 20: 7)

     Our meeting ended Friday evening and Brother Weliever has departed to return to his appointed place. We are left with some sobering thoughts and a few recorded messages about things that matter most if we are to be children of God. Some of us heard none of these lessons, some heard one or two, but I am happy to say that most of us were disciplined and interested enough to hear them all. If you did not hear them I urge you to get a copy of the CD's (not that this is an alternative to being here) and listen to them. For those of us who did hear these lessons the question is how will we use them to promote a closer and more useful relationship with our Lord?

      One overriding fact about the points made is that they all have to do with the collective body of Saints. Certainly the things discussed apply to us as individuals but it is in the relationship of the Church that they have reality. It is in this sense that they are brought to fruition by a body of God's people. Writing to the churches scattered throughout Asia Minor, Peter wrote, " But ye are a elect race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for (God's) own possession, that ye may show forth the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his marvellous light": (1 Peter 2:9). It is the responsibility of each but God has provided a collective way to accomplish His will. The Hebrew writer tell us that we are to "provoke one another to love and good works (Heb.10: 24), that it is directly related to our assembling together (vs.25). 

     In the old Don Williams' song “I Believe" the verse goes, "I don't believe that heaven waits for only those who congregate", implying that there are people who don’t do bad things, are good citizens but not identified as "church goers" who will also be entitled to heaven. Many people believe this and it spills over to brethren who should know what it means to be a part of the local body of Christ. It may be true but it is not so according to God's word. 

     There are extenuating circumstances always and exceptions are accepted but the point is that if we are to "abound in the work of the Lord" (I Cor.15: 58) as individuals we must do it as a collection of Saints. Worship matters and the elements require assembling. Discipleship and Spiritual Family, matters. Discipleship is about following Jesus and that is about saints assembling together. Love for one another as a church family identifies us as disciples of Jesus. (Jn. 13: 35) Evangelism and Ministry matter and they are fueled by our zeal for the Lord's work in this place. Above all Eternity Matters and that is determined by what is important to us. Jesus is coming to receive the Royal Priesthood, the Special people of God.

     As we reflect upon the past weeks messages I hope that we will see the thing that matter in bringing us to a closer walk with God.

Howbeit the firm foundation of God standeth, having this seal, The Lord knoweth them that are his: (2 Tim 2:19)




JP

Who is in Control?

While the earth remaineth, seedtime and harvest, and cold and heat, and summer and winter, and day and night shall not cease.  (Gen 8:22)
    Without question, one of the most memorable experiences of my life was standing on the bow of a cruise ship in the back of Glacier Bay National Park, Alaska looking at a five mile wide river of ice called The Grand Pacific Glacier along with its companion The John Hopkins Glacier.  To watch office building size blocks of ice fall (calve) from the face and into the sea is a sight not soon forgotten. When we entered the bay, the US Parks service provided maps that documented the history of the bay and revealed some interesting facts. In the mid eighteenth century, ices filled the entire bay to its mouth. During the period from 1750 to 1907 (before the industrial revolution) the glacier receded (melted away) some 60 miles forming what is now Glacier Bay.  On the other hand, from 1907 to 2002 (the period defining the industrial revolution) all of the glaciers in the park have advanced (grown) an average of four miles.

     Such facts, debunks the cry of many authors, scientists and politicians of a dooms day brought about by man’s neglect and abuse of the resources of the earth producing greenhouse gases thus global warming and the ultimate destruction of the earth at the hand of man. Scientific predictions range from an “ice age” to a “burning age” and one group of scientist predicts that by 2050 earths’ temperature will increase by 2% causing a rise in sea level, changes in weather patterns and destruction of vegetation world wide. Fear grips the heart of some that world destruction will come by mans destruction of his environment. 

    It is certain that man has affected the world with his creations. We live in a world dominated by technology and advanced science that allows us to travel and build in proportions unknown to man before, but man will never control the world.  The answer to all of this comes from one source: the Creator

“In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” (Gen 1:1) This establishes who is in control.
Scriptures abound in the knowledge that God remains in firm command of the world. “Do you not fear Me?' declares the LORD. Do you not tremble in My presence? For I have placed the sand as a boundary for the sea, An eternal decree, so it cannot cross over it. Though the waves toss, yet they cannot prevail; 

Though they roar, yet they cannot cross over it. (Jer 5:22) What is man that he can alter the power of God? Job is reminded in Job 38-41 that Jehovah controls the world and all that is in it. 

     The psalmist declares the glory of God’s creation, “He appointed the moon for seasons: the sun knoweth his going down. Thou makest darkness, and it is night,”
(Ps 104:19-20).  Proverbs 8 declares the establishment of God’s will in creation. Surely we must take care of the world in which we live but the conclusion is that the destruction of the world is for God, not man. Until then we have the assurance of our title verse. (Gen. 8:22)

The Hebrew writer said; Christ “upholds all things by the word of His power” (Heb 1:3) Christ is in control of the world. I feel really good about that!




JP
Another Gospel?

I marvel that ye are so quickly removing from him that called you in the grace of Christ unto a different gospel; which is not another (gospel) only there are some that trouble you, and would pervert the gospel of Christ. (Gal 1:6-7)

     Perhaps you are aware that a TV special will air tonight called "The Gospel of Judas". Some new geological find has turned up some manuscripts attributed to Judas Iscariot, and the National Geographic Society (always a reliable source for Truth about God) is going to tell us all about it.  This is nothing new, for through the years many claims of new revelation attributed to various ones from Mary Magdalene to Gabriel have appeared to reveal the "true Jesus and His life".  As should be expected, religious zealots and skeptics alike are having a field day. I heard one skeptic say in so many words, "This will show them, when they put the bible together they took the manuscripts that fit their cause and left the others out". 

     I don't think I will waste the time watching this but if curiosity gets the better of me and I do, I will probably fill the only purpose the producers have in mind i.e., to draw an audience. But, for just a 

moment, consider some facts that make the idea of a "Gospel of Judas" so preposterous.

     First the timing is wrong. The four recorded gospels were written after the fact. The synoptic gospels were written between (AD 55-68) and the gospel of John (AD 60-90) probably after the destruction of Jerusalem, for two simple reasons. It would have been all but impossible for these men to keep an on-going record and the Spirit had not been given to guide them. 

     Second, the harmony is missing. The harmony of the recorded gospels attest to their truthfulness and anything to the contrary is put to shame. Four works, to separate readers, by four men of different backgrounds at different times, tell the same story without contradiction. 

     Third and foremost, knowledge is missing. What would Judas know about the Gospel of Jesus? The gospel is not the trappings of the life of Jesus or the details of his death although these things play a critical role in His story. The gospel of Jesus is His resurrection, His appearance before His disciples and His ascension to the Father. Without these it was only another death by crucifixion. Judas knew nothing about this; he had killed himself some eleven days before. What could he have written that would be relevant to the gospel?

     No, it is not another gospel but a perverted gospel and all who toy with it should heed the words of Paul, "But though we, or an angel from heaven, should preach unto you any gospel other than that, which we preached unto you, let him be anathema". (Gal 1:8-9) 

     The hope of all men is the Gospel of Jesus spoken by men who had seen and heard (Acts 4: 20) or had received the revelation of Jesus Christ (Gal. 1: 12)

     Thomas placed his finger in the print and believed. Jesus said, "Because thou hast seen me, thou hast believed: blessed (are) they that have not seen, and (yet) have believed'. (John 20:29)




JP

Giving God His Due

And Jesus said unto them, Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and unto God the things that are God's. And they marvelled greatly at him. 

(Mark 12: 17)

       It's that time again; April 15 is less than a week away. It's the time when, if we have not done so before now, we must make an account of income earned and pay the taxes due. While this is not a pleasant task and I know of no one who enjoys doing so, it is nevertheless a necessary thing to afford the freedom and lifestyle this country offers. So it was in the time of Jesus. It is a recognized fact that the timing on the gospel coincided with the freedom of movement and peace brought to the world by the Roman government. When the Pharisees tried to make trial of Jesus with the question of paying tax to Caesar, He charged them to, "Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar's" (Mk. 12: 17) but He hit at the heart of the problem when He continued with, "and unto God the things that are God's"
      Our focus must be upon God as the pinnacle of our life. If we think of giving to God in some material way, we have missed the point altogether for God needs nothing material from us. Yes, God commands us to give of material things and it is to be used according to His will, but it is not like taxes due. Whatever we give must be done because we love God above all else. 

     When Paul wrote to the Corinthians, his charge as he has purposed in his heart" (II Cor. 9: 7) .That "purposed" is to be governed directly by our love for God. 

    What God is due from us is far greater than any material thing. The "afflictions and deep poverty of the churches of Macedonia" was overcome because "first they had given themselves to the Lord" which "abounded in the riches of their liberality" (II Cor. 8: 1-5). 

    Have we given God what He is due, namely our life? If not, what ever else we give will matter not.
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Remembering the Lord

 Now when he was risen early on the first day of the week, he appeared first to Mary Magdalene, from whom he had cast out seven demons.  (Mark 16:9)

     There is a billboard along Hwy 20 sponsored by a denominational church in the area. On the sign is a compelling question, "Mommy, Daddy, what is Easter"?  It is intended, of course, to stir mommies and daddies into bringing their children to this place for the answer but what will the answer be and what will be its source? 

     If you do a "Google search" for the word "Easter", you can read for hours untold writings on the subject both for and against the idea of a special celebration of the Lord's resurrection. The Adventists proclaim a Sabbath resurrection and denounce "Easter Sunday" while others proclaim it "the most important day of the Christian religion". For the most part, however, people see it as a religious tradition they have always known and observed but know little about. 

     David C. Peck wrote, "Most people follow along as they have been taught, assuming that what they believe is right. They take their belief for granted. Most do not take time to prove why they do the 

things they do". He goes on to say, "If the things used to celebrate Easter (rabbits, eggs and egg hunts, Lent, Good Friday etc.) are relevant, should there not be at least a mention of them in Scripture? While I do not agree with Mr. Peck's religious belief, his statement is true and the question is valid. The scripture mentions none of these things because they are not from God.

One Google site “traces the evolution of Easter from a pagan festival to a Christian celebration" While much of the tradition of Easter originates in Catholicism, it is rampant in the Protestant world with everyone offering some special effort to celebrate the resurrection of Jesus, and all without scriptural authority.

     With that said, lets stop right there and say, there was no "celebration of Easter" in the New Testament Church nor can there be today if we are to be the Church of the Lord. But isn't the gospel about the resurrection of Jesus? Aren't we to celebrate His conquering death for our sake? The answer is, yes but it is not about the Passover (which is dead) or pagan rituals.

     The Hebrew writer said, "For if that first (covenant) had been faultless, then would no place have been sought for a second". (Heb 8:7) but there was a need for a new covenant and God said He would make one. (Heb. 8:8) It would not be as the one He made with Israel when He led them from Egypt. (Heb. 8:9) This covenant was for those who have received the laws of God in heart and mind for all who are under it will know Him. (Heb. 8: 10-11) When Jesus met with His disciples to eat the Passover (they were still under the Law), He spoke of this " new covenant" and said it was repesented by the bread and cup and was for the remission of sins. (Matt. 26:28) 

     Paul declared that the supper was a memorial to the " new covenant" found in the bread and cup and when we partake we proclaim the death of Jesus until He comes. (I Cor. 11:23-24) We find the disciples meeting on the first day of the week to remember Him by eating the supper. (Acts 20:7) 

     As we assemble every first day of the week to remember the death of Jesus, we can be assured that our hope is not in some Pagan ritual but in  a covenant with the Living God.
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SEPARATION

"Wherefore Come ye out from among them, and be ye

separate, saith the Lord, And touch no unclean thing; And

I will receive you, and will be to you a Father, and ye shall

be to me sons and daughters, saith the Lord Almighty."

(II Cor. 6: 17)

     One of the most difficult times in life is that of being separated from the ones we love, especially if it is for an extended time. We long for the time when we will be reunited and the joy it brings.

    Many suffer these same anxieties about being separated from the world, even some that would 

call themselves Christians. One of the demands of God, for those who would follow Him, is to be separated from the world. After all it is the very thing that makes us a "peculiar people" that is a "people for God's own possession". (I Peter 2: 9) 

   The adultery of Israel was their relationship with the people of the land, which led to idolatry. God warned them over and over to separate themselves (Ezra 10: 11) for He will accept nothing else. Paul admonishes, "Be not unequally yoked with unbelievers: for what fellowship have

 righteousness and iniquity? or what communion hath light with darkness"? (II Cor. 6: 14) (and he is not talking about marriage) 

    The mind of the Christian must be separate and apart from the mind of the world. We must be on constant guard to show that we believe, "that the friendship of the world is enmity with God". 
(Js. 4: 4) 

    Are we separated from the world, not only as we worship together today, but also as we 

go our separate ways? It is what God demands of us, lets strive to be so.
                                       JP

The Longest Bridge

And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, so that those who want to go from here to you cannot, nor can anyone cross over from there to us.  (Luke 16:26, NIV) 

     From the first tree fallen across a creek or ditch man has relied on bridges to traverse the expanses of this world. I saw a program the other night about a tribe of primitive people who built a bridge over a large stream using only vine and slender trees so they could get food from the tribe who lived on the other side.

     Not long ago one of my e-mail buddies sent me a picture of the longest suspension bridge in the world. It is the Akashi Kaikyo or Pearl Bridge in Japan. This bridge has a clear span of more than a mile at 6,532 feet and links the city of Kobe on the mainland to Awaji Island. Although there are much longer bridges, over all, the suspension bridge is defined by the longest span between two supporting structures. Some research shows that there is a bridge in the works in Italy that will have a single span that will exceed the Pearl Bridge by three times. Man’s engineering ability has no bounds.  

     In the title verse of this article Jesus is talking about a great chasm or gulf that has been fixed between heaven and hell by which no man can pass from one to the other. I think, however, that it accurately defines the great chasm that exists between God and man because of sin. When man chose to break God’s law, such a gulf was set by God and by no means or effort of man could it be crossed. That gulf was death for man.  Although God loved the sinner (Rom. 5:8) it is impossible for Him not to judge sin. (Heb. 10:27) How then could man be brought back into a relationship with God? Someone had to build a bridge. 

     The word reconciliation is defined as “the process by which God and man are brought together again” and the initiative for reconciliation was taken by God while we were still sinners. Jesus was to be the bridge that would span that great gulf that separated man and God (Matt. 1: 21).

 Paul wrote to the Romans “But God commendeth his own love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.  Much more then, being now justified by his blood, shall we be saved from the wrath (of God) through him.  For if, while we were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of his Son, much more, being reconciled, shall we be saved by his life; “(Rom 5:8-10) 

     It is now possible for man to come back to God but it is not without effort on the part of man as many preach. Jesus said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life: no one cometh unto the Father, but by me”
(Jn. 14:6) and that means obedience to the words of Jesus.  Belief, repentance, confession and baptism for the remission of sin are the steps across that bridge that takes us back to God and it is God’s grace.

    I can not help but think of the words of the song “At Calvary”.

Oh, the love that drew salvations plan! Oh the grace that brought it down to man! Oh the mighty gulf that God did span at Calvary!

Have you crossed back to God?
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"Hush"

And the wind ceased, and there was a great calm.

(Mark 4:39)

      I saw a movie not long ago entitled "The Perfect Storm". A true story, the movie is based on a book by Sebastian Junger that chronicles the lives and events of a group of Nova Scotia fishermen, caught in a meteorological occurrence so unique, it was called the perfect storm. 

Caught in the throes of this storm the boat and all hands are lost, never to be seen again.

     In the book the author reports some astonishing facts about the power of a mature hurricane. Such a storm is by far the most powerful event on earth and the combined nuclear arsenals of the United States and the former Soviet Union don't contain enough energy to keep it alive for one day. If harnessed, a typical hurricane could provide the electric power needs of the US for three or four years. 

     Men who go to sea in ships often encounter severe weather, and those who experience a severe storm have one emotion in common--fear. Mark 4: 35-41 records such an event on the Sea of Galilee that threatened the boat carrying Jesus and His disciples to the other side. Certainly the Sea of Galilee is no north Atlantic but its unique topography as a shallow bowl lying in the Jordan valley with strong winds coming down the mountains often create violent storms.
This was the situation that Mark described, And there ariseth a great storm of wind, and the waves beat into the boat, insomuch that the boat was now filling. (Mark 4:37) In a panic, they awoke Jesus who calmly rebuked the wind and waves with the words "Peace be still!" (literally "hush") "And the wind ceased, and there was a great calm" (vs. 39). Although they had been with Jesus for some time, their immature faith was evidenced by their astonishment at what had happened, "Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?" (Mark 4:41) It took this near tragic event to show then that as creator of heaven and earth, He to was master of wind and sea. No matter how violent or powerful the storm, it is no match for the power of God's Son.

     Does it seem that the circumstances of your life are like the mighty storm? Just as Jesus is the master of heaven and earth, He has authority over life's storms as well. If we will turn to him with a mature faith He will calm the storms of life both physical and spiritual and give strength to overcome. Lord, Increase our faith. (Luke 17:5)

My hope is built on nothing less

Than Jesus blood and righteousness

I dare not trust the sweetest frame

But wholly lean on Jesus' name



Joe Phillips

Do You Believe in God?   Reused 03/04 2012
 I am Jehovah, and there is none else; besides me there is no God. (Isa 45:5)

     The NBC network recently conducted a poll on this question. It also included whether or not we should recognize God as a nation. Not surprising, they received the highest number of responses of any poll they have taken. Maybe more surprising is the fact that 86% of those who responded said, "yes, I believe in God". This same number also said we should keep the phrase "in God we trust" and "God" in the Pledge of Allegiance. 

     But what does this say about the people and society in which we live? Does this signify that we are a God fearing, God honoring nation? Does it even say that we see God as anything more than a mystical being out there somewhere? The problem with such statistics is that they span the gamut from just right of "atheism", to "polytheism" (many gods, take your pick) to "monotheism" (one God the personal creator and ruler of all things). It does not reveal anything about how we as a nation, or more importantly as individuals, see God as "The" object of worship and praise (Matt. 4:10), the author of truth and righteousness (Ps 119:160), or the judge and punisher of unrighteousness (II Thess. 1:8). 

     I believe that all true Christians fall in the latter category for God has said, " And they shall not teach every man his fellow-citizen, And every man his brother, saying, Know the Lord: For all shall know me, From the least to the greatest of them". (Heb. 8:11) I sure hope that we all meet these qualifications but I don't think all that profess Christianity do. If we believe that God is the author of truth and righteousness, the judge and punisher of the unrighteous then He must be the ultimate focus of our lives. What that means is that He is the object of our worship to the exclusion of all else. How we approach that worship says much about "knowing God". 

     One simple yardstick is how we view the worship service of the Lord. After all, is that not what our assembly is supposed to be, worship to the Lord? It is not just whether I attend but the zeal I have for meeting to worship God, and for this we have scriptural command. (Heb.10: 25-26)

     I realize that there is no command, example or necessary inference in the scripture for mid-week services, or special services or even a Sunday evening service. At the same time, however, serving the Lord is not a matter of keeping certain rules that serve as a minimum requirement so we can say we have done our duty. 

     Is not Christianity a matter of "seeking first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness". (Matt. 6:33)

Is it not a matter of "loving the Lord thy God with all thy heart and all thy soul and all thy mind"? (Matt 22:37)

Jesus said, " this is the great and first commandment" (vs. 28)

     As we worship today, let each of us approach it with a zeal that reflects, "I am here today because it is where I had rather be more than any place else in the world and I will be back at the next appointed time, the Lord willing". Many do!




JP

UNSHAKEABLE FAITH

"But my righteous one shall live by faith: ….. we are not of them that shrink back unto perdition; but of them that have faith unto the saving of the soul". 

(Heb. 10: 38-39)

     The word that we use in reference to "faith in God" is from the Greek "pistis" and is, "primarily a firm persuasion, a conviction based upon hearing, is used in the New Testament always of "faith in God or Christ. It produces a full acknowledgement of God's revelation or truth". (Vine's)

    The Hebrew writer gives us not a definition but a description of true faith. (Heb. 11: 1) "Faith is trust in the unseen. It is not a trust in the unknown, for we may know by faith what we cannot see with the eye". (Wycliff) The writer confirms this by saying, " For therein the elders had witness borne to them. By faith we understand that the worlds have been framed by the word of God, so that what is seen hath not been made out of things which appear. (Heb 11:2-3) It is directly opposed to the modern concept of how the worlds came to be. I am convinced that, while there is not more detail about things we see from scientific study, we 

have all that is necessary to establish faith in God. He has purposefully left out the details, that our faith may be exercised and proven by what we do with what we have been given.

    Is it any wonder that the writer would say in verse 6?   

" And without faith it is impossible to be well-pleasing (unto him); for he that cometh to God must believe that he is, and (that) he is a rewarder of them that seek after him". (Heb 11: 6) We must believe that "God is". The object of our faith is not God's promise, rather our faith must be in God Himself. If God had made no promises, it matters not. We know that because "He is" He rewards those who seek Him. 

    It is also no surprise that Satan sees our vulnerability and our faith is attacked from all sides. It is not necessary that he destroy our faith, only that he put some doubts in the truths that God has given us. 

"O for a faith that will not shrink

When pressed by every foe

That will not tremble on the brink

Of any earthly woe"

"That will not murmur or complain

Beneath the chastening rod

But in the hour of grief or pain

Will lean upon its God".

"Lord increase our faith". (Lk. 17: 5)



JP

The Burning Bush

And he looked, and, behold, the bush burned with fire, and the bush was not consumed and Moses said, I will turn aside now, and see this great sight, why 

the bush is not burnt. (Ex 3:2-3)

     I finally got around to burning the large brush pile that had accumulated over the last year or so. It was so large, I was almost afraid to light it but to meet the burn ban deadline I made preparations. I collected enough water hose to reach the area, added a high-pressure nozzle with cutoff and had my shovel ready. With the help of a little kerosene the pile was soon ablaze and burned with intense heat. Within twenty or thirty minutes this large pile of brush was reduced to a few white ashes and although it took a couple hours of raking and piling to burn it all, for the most part it was gone.

     As I watched the fire consume the brush, I could not help thinking of the appearance of God in the burning bush that was not consumed. What a phenomenon this must have been, and it was enough to get Moses' attention and bring him near to investigate the sight. In the rest of the story God commissions Moses to lead His people out of bondage, but just what does the burning bush say? There are to me three lessons maybe more.

      First, we are made aware of the everlasting dynamics of God. "This bush was a vivid symbol of the inexhaustible dynamism of God who burns like fire with love and righteousness, yet remains the same and never diminishes.  (Nelson IBD) Although Moses did not see it at the time, it was an assurance that God's power would see him through the task ahead. The dynamism of God will not let His purpose be thwarted. As He sent Moses to prepare the deliverance of Israel from bondage, so He sent one to prepare for our deliverance from sin.  

     Secondly, there was no need for the fire brigade; nothing else was burning because God was in control. I was prepared for peripheral damage, with God there is none. As He controlled the fire of the bush, the interplay between Moses and Pharaoh, so He controls even now, be it world affairs or every day life. It is well for those who keep His commandments. (Jn. 15:10; I Jn. 5:3)

     Third, the paltry wisdom of man cannot explain God. The thrust of documentary TV, lately, is "Science and the Bible" or science trying to give scientific explanations for bible events as with the burning bush. The explanations border on the ridiculous and nothing explains away the power of God. "For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways saith Jehovah. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways, and my thoughts than your thoughts" 
(Isa.55:8-9). The inspired scripture is the infallible guide to understanding who God is by what He says about Himself and what He does. (Nelson)

     God is a consuming fire (Heb. 12:28) but it will be in vengeance upon those who know not God and obey not the gospel of Jesus Christ

(II Thess. 1:7) 

     As we worship Him this morning, let us see the "burning bush" as a symbol of hope, knowing that, " the loving kindness of Jehovah is from everlasting to everlasting upon them that fear him" (Ps 103:17)
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Putting the Past in the Past

"Therefore if any man be in Christ, he is a new creature: old things are passed away; behold, all things are become new". (II Cor. 5: 17)

      A friend sent me this little gem of wisdom the other day and I would like to share it and some thoughts with you.

"The brightest future will always

 Be based on a forgotten past. 

You can't go forward in life until

You let go of your failures and mistakes"

     Although it is meant in a physical way, it is not without biblical precedence. I have known people, who after becoming a Christian struggled with the sins of their past, recalling them, as a great burden in their lives. Others were so weighted with past life that they thought forgiveness was impossible. To struggle thus is to fail to understand the nature of the loving Father who made us and made possible a way of forgiveness through His Son.

      No one could have had more reason to be burdened with his past than the Apostle Paul. Having persecuted the Lord with a "clear conscience" he called himself "less than the least of saints" (Eph. 3: 8).  Yet he would say about this, "but one thing (I do), forgetting the things which are behind, and stretching forward to the things which are before. I press on toward the goal unto the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus". (Phil. 3: 13-14)

     It is essential that one who puts on Christ has, as Paul says, "put off the old man and his doings" (in repentance) and "put on the new man (in baptism) that is being renewed day by day" (Col. 3: 10) .One of the dangers of rethinking our past life is a mental flirtation with the sins that made the past so bad. To dwell on these things is to give Satan a door of opportunity to draw us back into them. One who is so inclined is looking the disaster that is the lust of the world, squarely in the eye.

     We must strive always to keep our eyes firmly fixed on "the goal unto the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus".

      The future of the faithful child of God, unshackled by the sins of the past, is the brightest aspect of life.

                                            JP

Lowering the Goal

     As I write this article, I can see Greg, my neighbor's son, playing basketball on our goal in the front drive. It is the kind you can raise and lower to suit the height of the players. We got it a few years ago when my son was much shorter. He and Greg have grown up under that goal.

      But I notice that Greg has lowered the goal from the standard height so he can "slam it" with out his feet leaving the ground. He keeps dribbling around and then easily dunks the ball: He's 40 for 40! Trouble is, when he goes to the Youth Center on Saturday for the real game, the goal will be back at the standard height. All of his "practicing" will be useless.

     It occurred to me that it's a lot easier to lower our standards than to improve our game. And it is also a lot less profitable. Paul wrote of some that "commend themselves: but they themselves, measuring themselves by themselves, and comparing themselves with themselves, are without understanding. (2 Cor. 10:12) How often do we feign improvement by simply using a lower standard? "I may not study the bible much but I know more than Joe Dummy." My clothes may not be the most modest, but they are sure more discreet than Cher's or Madonna's." "I may not be the world's most saintly person, but at least my morals are better than that alley cat's."

     The problem with practicing with a "low goal" is the big game on Saturday. The referee does not care how many times you slammed the ball into a five-foot high rim. It is back to regulation and the big day is coming for us all. The day described by John in (Rev 20:12) "And I saw the dead, the great and the small, standing before the throne; and books were opened: and another book was opened, which is (the book) of life: and the dead were judged out of the things which were written in the books, according to their work ". We will be judged by the Lord's books--the Standard. Jesus said. " He that rejecteth me, and receiveth not my sayings, hath one that judgeth him: the word that I spake, the same shall judge him in the last day. (John 12:48)  It won't matter how we compare with others. It won't matter how well we pretend we are doing. "And be not fashioned according to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, and ye may prove what is the good and acceptable and perfect will of God." (Rom. 12:2)

     Christians, it is not enough to simply stay a step above the behavior of the world. If the world lies 20 times a day, we only 10. If the world gets drunk twice a week, we only once. If the world curses every breath we every other. The world is irrelevant to us. We are seeking to do the will of God. His will is our only standard.

     I see that Greg has gone home and he left the goal lowered. I'll go out and raise it to the proper height. A lower goal is a dangerous thing.



Steve Cawthon 

Written in the early 1990's but how relevant it is today.  God's standards are high because the reward is so great. We must set our goals by His pattern and as Paul said, "I press on toward the goal unto the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus." (Phil 3:14)




JP

Edit this one
A Badge of Distinction 

"If ye were of the world, the world would love its own: but because ye are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hateth you"

(John 15:19)

    There are many things that set apart various groups of people. Things that say I am of this persuasion or that. During political campaigns we proudly post signs and wear badges that tell others I am a follower of this candidate and his agenda. 

    Christians also have a badge of distinction and our Lord gave it to us. Jesus said, "so now I say unto you.  A new commandment I give unto you, that ye love one another; even as I have loved you, that ye also love one another".  

(John 13: 34) By this badge of discipleship we are to be known as His friends and followers. To be set apart from all others, for He goes on to say, "By this shall all men know that ye are my disciples, if ye have love one to another." (vs 35)

    His commandment was not new because nothing before had required love of fellowman.  (Lev. 19:18) It was new because it was the first time a body of people had been so distinguished. 

    It is different from the "love for lost souls" for whom we are surely to show love. Rather a love for those of "like precious faith", unlike any other love.
"in the case of Christians they were not to be known by distinctions of wealth, or learning, or fame; they were not to aspire to earthly honors; they were not to adopt any special style of dress or badge, but they were to be distinguished by tender and constant attachment to each other". (Barn's notes)  

    It surmounts all barriers of race or culture. (Gal. 3: 27-29) It 

transcends merely a care for someone's needs. (I Jn. 3:16) It is to be as Jesus said, "as I have loved you". It is the way New Testament Christians were identified. (II Thess. 1: 3) (I Pet. 1: 22) Can we be distinguished as a "friend of Jesus"? Let us strive to be so known.               JP 

God's role for Woman      reused
He maketh the barren woman to keep house,(and to be) a joyful mother of children. Praise ye Jehovah.
(Ps 113:9)

    The feminist movement has been very effective in promoting a politically correct agenda for women. That is, equality in society, the work place and the political arena but it has done women no big favor in relation to the role given them by God.

      I do not know the reason for the degradation of women that has defined their place in world society but it is surely not God's plan. One would search the scriptures in vain to find traces of the low position held by women in many parts of the world.

     From the beginning, her role was beside her husband as his helpmeet, "bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh, to become one flesh" (Gen. 2:23-24). Through out the scripture, women moved on the same social plane as men, in their own roles. Many held leading public positions (Ex. 15:20; Judg. 4:4; 2 Kings 22:14) while others influenced kings and nations. But above all else her role in God's plan is to bear children, to be mothers. God's first command to the first couple was to "be fruitful and multiply and replenish the earth and subdue it" (Gen. 1:28) It is in this way that she reaches the pinnacle of her role to God and it is no small thing. She has a visible and active role to play. 

    There is a sense in which God has made her to be in subjection to her husband but it is certainly not in some passive corner where she quietly sits waiting for her husband to make every decision in her life. If Proverbs chapter 31 tells us anything, it is that the mother of the house played an active role in the success of her family.  She made decisions, bought and sold, worked with her hands to produce goods for profit. She directed her household and set tasks for servants. She made decisions about land and bought it and she was not afraid of the cold because she had made provisions for her family. Interestingly enough, this was all possible because "The heart of her husband trusteth in her (vs. 11) and he is known in the gates, because of her deeds. (vs. 23)

     We honor mothers in a secular way on this special day but consider how her role brings the honor of God upon her. 1. She offers comfort to her children. At the coming of the Messiah, God would say of his children, "As one whom his mother comforteth, so will I comfort you; and ye shall be comforted in Jerusalem. (Isa 66:13) What honor!

2. She conveys God's will upon her children. A mother exerts a heavy influence upon her children. Paul contributed the faith of Timothy to his grandmother and mother. (2 Tim. I:5) 3. She commands obedience and respect for her words, as an agent of God. Children are to obey mother and father alike, at God's command. 

(Lev. 19:14; Ex. 20:12)

     I think of my mother when I read these things. She was a good woman who loved God and her family. She did the very best she could with what she had. No stranger was turned from her table and no one left hungry and I miss her. But I am proud of the good mothers among us. I see that good in the children around us and in the effort to present them to The Lord. Do not take lightly the role God has placed upon you but cherish it with the honor it deserves.

Happy Mothers Day!




JP

 The Truth about the Truth
Reused 03/2014
And now, O Lord Jehovah, thou art God, and thy words are truth, 

(2 Sam 7:28)

     Truth is the moral and personal characteristic of God. God proclaims that he is merciful, gracious, longsuffering and abounding in goodness and truth. (Ex 34: 6)  He is a God of truth without injustice. (Deut. 32: 4) All of his paths are mercy and truth (Ps. 25: 10). In like manner Jesus possesses this character, as the "Word of God who became flesh." (Jn.1: 14)

Jesus said of himself, " I am the way, and the truth, and the life: no one cometh unto the Father, but by me. (John 14:6) While He walked among His disciples He promised that God would send the "Spirit of Truth" and He would guide them unto all truth. (Jn. 16: 13) Sometimes, truth is spoken of as light opposed to darkness or error. (I Jn. 1: 5)  It is in this way that the contrast is made between God who can not lie because there is no untruth in Him and Satan who only lies because there is no truth in him. 

(Jn. 8: 44)

     Because truth is from God we must conclude that  

truth is absolute. The very basis of our existence is predicated upon this fact. In our society not many people believe this to be so. No matter what truth is spoken or what the facts may show, there is always some other possible answer. We speak of half-truths as if that’s ok. In our courts of law, a person about to give testimony must swear or affirm that he will tell the "truth", "the whole truth" and "nothing but the truth".  It is a pretty good indication how society  

feels about telling the truth. Of necessity a half-truth is also a half-untruth or lie. It is sad that brethren sometimes deal with brethren with half-truths if it suits their purpose. Be assured, however, that half-truths will still be judged by the whole truth. 

     Truth is truth even if you chose to ignore it. Many public figures, when confronted with the truth of their actions, simply ignore it making no comment about it and soon enough it seems to go away or is forgotten. In the same way many ignore the simple truth of God's word. They forge some argument to explain away a truth plainly spoken in the Scripture. Nonetheless, it is only the truth that will set one free (Jn. 8: 32) and God will not accept those who do not worship Him in truth. (Jn. 4: 23) Truth is the foundation of the Church

(I Tim. 3: 5). 

     Truth is never out of order. As it is never right to lie, it is always right to speak truth. A lie requires something to cover it, the truth never contradicts itself.

     Often, times the truth hurts in a good way. When faced with their sin, those on Pentecost were "pricked in their heart", and were brought to repentance. If the truth hurts in a way that brings us to repentance it is a good hurt. Paul called it "godly sorrow". (II Cor. 7: 10) 

     What then is our attitude toward truth? Is it the standard by which we live? Is it the benchmark of our lives? We must evaluate it often. Brother Dee Bowman once wrote, "We have not restored all the truth until we restore the attitude it requires". How true! How True! 

     May God help us to see His truth as absolute and deal in truth in every aspect of our life.
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The Drive-In Church
     A while back I came across a program that was showing unique attractions of Florida. These were things off the beaten path but, had interest to locals and tourists alike. Needless to say I was caught off guard when up popped the “Drive-in Church”. It seems that some enterprising entrepreneur’, of the religious persuasion, had bought an old drive-in movie lot complete with parking mounds and speaker boxes. They had taken down the old screen and replaced it with a single wide structure several stories high and in the middle was a balcony where the preacher stood in full vestals to deliver his sermons.

     There were minivans (as well as other vehicles) parked in rows with side doors opened, kids rolling around in the back floor,  the dog outside on a leash and mom and dad sitting up front doing church. There were several “tithe” collectors roving among the cars throughout the sermon (in case someone decided to leave before it was over) collecting donations. 

     Some may say that’s “cool” and others may look at the convenience of such an arrangement, while it is preposterous to the student of God’s word. It is true, nevertheless, that much of our society (and some who profess to be in the Lord’s Church) looks at “church” as an event, a happening that you attend and are done with and it is the reason some can do with one dose a week and feel satisfied. It is the concept of a local group that has as their slogan, “we’ll change the way you think about church”.  This group is currently promoting “naked church” and that would sure do it for me.
When Jesus ask his disciples who do you say that I am, (Matt. 16) Peter responded, “Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God”. (v. 16) and Jesus’ reply was, “upon this rock (the confession of Peter) I will build my church; (v.18) and it would cost His life to accomplish. 

     It was to be, a spiritual house built up of living stones (I Pet. 2:5) and the Hebrew writer tells us that “we are that house” (Heb. 3:6) “which Christ is over”. Jesus tells us that, “the Father seeks to be His worshippers those who will worship Him in spirit and truth”. 
(Jn. 4:23) But, just what does that mean? Just before He ascended to the Father, Jesus told his disciples, “Go ye therefore, and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them into the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit:  teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I commanded you: (Matt 28:19-20). Simply put, the Church is made up of those who are willing to worship God as He has prescribed and not to the entertainment of men. Paul said, “it is those who are called according to His purpose”. (Rom. 8:28)

     As the early church (Christians) did, so do we. We gather on the first day to break bread, (Acts 20:7) that is, to remember Christ’s death. We admonish each other by singing together (Col. 3:16), we study and meditate upon God’s word (Acts 20:7), make our hearts and wishes known to God in prayers (Phil. 4:6) and give back to God as He has prospered us (I Cor. 16:2). The church is not a happening but a being, “that we may show forth the Excellency of Him who called us out of darkness”. (I Pet. 2:9) 

     Are you here today with your heart set on truly worshiping God?





JP 

    Burden Bearing

   In the comic strip "Peanuts" Lucy asks Charlie Brown "why are we here on earth?" He replies "to make others happy." She ponders this, and asks, "then why are the others here?"

     In the Galatian letter Paul admonishes us,  "Bear ye one another's burdens, and so fulfil the law of Christ." (Gal. 6: 2) I wonder sometimes, how serious we take the idea of "bearing one another's burdens"? If to do so fulfills the "law of Christ", failing to do so sets aside that same law and puts one's soul in jeopardy. But just what is this law and how does it apply to burden bearing and to us? Jesus said, " A new commandment I give unto you, that ye love one another; even as I have loved you, that ye also love one another." (Jn. 13:34) It is a law of love. "A distinguishing law of the Redeemer and could be filled in no better way than to aid each other in the divine life." (Barns Notes) 

     In the preceding verse, Paul instructs us about restoring a brother who is overtaken in a fault, (sin) both how and why. It is the very essence of love toward each other to turn one from the error of his ways. (Js. 5: 19-20) 

    Yet, while our concern for the spiritual health of a brother is of primary importance there are other burdens that we must bear with one another. The burden of sickness; (Js.5: 14-15) the burden of financial need; (Rom. 15: 26) the burden of family problems. In such times God wants us to be burden bearers and there are many ways to do so. Just by listening to one's problem or offering some spiritual counsel we may lighten the load. When we do so, we fulfill the "law of Christ". Jesus makes profound the importance of this when He answers those, on the right, who asks how they had helped Him. To them He said, "Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye did it unto one of these my brethren, (even) these least, ye did it unto me. (Matt 25: 40)

    I have seen many examples of burden bearing in this church. Let us be vigilant always to do so for it is indeed "who we are".
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Does The Good Outweigh The Bad?

In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent. For he has set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed. He has given proof of this to all men by raising him from the dead

(Acts 17:30-31 NIV)
     A while back there was a special aired on PBS TV on the life of country singer Hank Williams. Being a contemporary Alabamian I watched the show with some interest.  As usual it spoke of a simple child-hood filled with many hardships. Raised by a mother who turned their home into a boarding house to help support the family and a father who was not often there, he spent much of his time with the old shoe shine man at the Montgomery bus station. When not shining shoes the old man taught him to play the guitar. With unusual talent he was writing songs and performing with his band by the age of fifteen.

     A superstar of his time, constantly on the road with one night stands, he experienced a bitter marriage, an illegitimate child, binged on alcohol for weeks at a time and died in the back seat of his car from an overdose of illegal drugs at the age of twenty -nine. Commenting on his untimely death one former band member said, “he was called home because God needed someone to write some songs for Him. I know he is up there because he did so much good, more good than bad and the bad he did he did only to himself.”  

     Think it not strange that much of the world sees acceptance to God as a trade off of good and bad.

If the good outweighs the bad then we are OK with God, a concept that says that we are not accountable for our sins. It does not stop there but goes on to say that God does not punish us for our sins. On the web site “explorefaith.org, sub-heading, “explore God’s love” the question was asked, “Does God punish us for our sins?” The response from one of the “Rev. Drs” who write for this site was “The short answer is no.” He then goes on for four paragraphs explaining why it is “No”, none of which made any more sense than the short answer. 
     Such error sets at naught the death of God’s son and makes meaningless the sacrifice that He made for the sins of the world. To the Galatians Paul wrote, “Be not deceived; God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap.” (Gal 6:7)  Such foolishness is a mockery of God and those who follow it will answer to God for themselves and those whom they have mislead. 

    The idea that God does not punish sin removes any possible incentive to recognize God’s existence at all. 

 But, God calls us to a higher calling. Paul wrote to the Roman church, “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, (which is) your spiritual service.  And be not fashioned according to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, and ye may prove what is the good and acceptable and perfect will of God. 

(Rom 12:1-2)
     If there is sin in your life, repent of it for it matters not how much good you have done.
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Christ and the Church

But as the church is subject to Christ, so (let) the wives also (be) to their husbands in everything. Husbands love your wives, even as Christ also loved the church, and gave himself up for it;  (Eph 5:24-25)

     In the wonderful passage of  (Eph. 5: 22-33) Paul parallels the relationship of husbands and wives and Jesus and the Church. Unfortunately, we have most often viewed it as a commentary on the husband and wife relationship compared to Christ and the Church relationship when it is just the opposite. What Paul is saying is that the relationship of Christ and the Church is the same as that perfect God given relationship of husband and wife, thus he quotes (Gen. 2:24) "For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife; and the two shall become one flesh." (vs. 31) Regardless of how the world has come to view the marriage relation, in God's eyes it is the perfect relationship and what better comparison could be made to Christ and the Church. He reinforces this idea by saying, "This mystery is great: but I speak in regard of Christ and of the church." 

      It is unity rather than union. As a marriage can not exist without the unity of one flesh, so too the Church cannot exist without the unity of Christ. When Jesus said: "For where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them." (Matt 18:20) He was not saying that when you gather together I will join you. He is saying that because you are gathered in my name, i.e. (by my authority, by my command, for my service, to promote my glory) you constitute an assembly of the church and I am with you. It is a foregone conclusion that because of the inseparable nature of Christ and the Church that when saints assemble (as few as two or three) no matter where they are, Christ is there. Furthermore there is no stipulation by Jesus as to where that assembly may take place. There are several cases where the church is described as meeting in someone’s home. (Rom. 16:5)

    Certainly, it is wise to plan one's travel around the area where congregations of saints meet on a regular basis and worship with them. But, there may very well be situations where this can not be done and if Christians in such a situation purpose in their heart to assemble on the side of the road in a deserted place to worship the Lord in any appropriate way, I know of no scripture that would forbid it. They may not have an identity but they are an assembly and Jesus is with them. If this is true, as Jesus is with all saints who meet on the first day of the week, then they must be a part of the universal church. 

The thing that we must remember is that we have assembled, as a part of the Church that Jesus built; as do all other faithful churches and that He is in our midst.  The address has nothing to do with it.



Joe Phillips
Missed Spots!

"For even as we have many members in one body, and all the members have not the same office: so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and severally members one of another. And having gifts differing according to the grace that was given to us", (Rom. 12:4-6)

    Some years ago I stopped by the shop of a friend and found him staining a set of doors. As I walked up behind him and watched over his shoulder, I said, "you missed a spot". Without hesitation or looking up he responded, "yes, but look at all the ones I got".  I have thought about the lesson I learned from that statement many times and how it applies to us as Christians. 

    Quite often it is so easy to see "a spot missed" by someone that we overlook the fact that they are doing good things. Many good deeds are quite profound while others are very obscure. Nonetheless they are all important. Jesus said, " And whosoever shall give to drink unto one of these little ones a cup of cold water only, in the name of a disciple, verily I say unto you he shall in no wise lose his reward". (Matt. 10: 42) 

 If we respond to a need when others do not, it need not be because they do not care. It may be that they are not able to assist or that they are assisting in some other need or (and this is often the case) they simply do not know a need exist.

      From the scripture we know that we do not all have ability or means equally. While one excels in much, another excels in less. In either case, the reward is the same if it is done to the glory of God. This is what Jesus is saying in the latter part of (Matt 10: 42). The important thing is that we do what we are able to do in whatever way we can and that our Lord is glorified. "And whatsoever ye do, in word or in deed, (do) all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him". (Col. 3: 17)

 If we act as, "the whole body fitly joined together and compacted by that which every joint supplieth, according to the effectual working in the measure of every part", we will surely, "maketh increase of the body unto the edifying of itself in love". 

(Eph. 4: 16)

Rather than  "a spot missed" let us see a place where I can take up the slack to the glory of the Father.                               

Joe Phillips

Memorial Day

"this do in remembrance of me". (Luke 22:19)
     Tomorrow, May 26, 2008 this nation will celebrate "Memorial Day", a day set aside to honor those who have given their life for this country. There is no clear record of when or where the holiday began. Memorial Day was officially proclaimed on May 5, 1868 by General John Logan and was known as “Decoration Day”.  In 1971 Congress changed the official celebration to the last Monday of May.  

     It will be a great public spectacle with parades, fireworks and fanfare of all kinds. In many places preparations have been going on for sometime. On Thursday I drove through the City of Dahlonega and every 100 feet on both side of the road was a cross with an American flag on top and the name of a man and the conflict in which he died. In our local paper, last week, there was a full page announcement of the Memorial Day Ceremonies scheduled for May 23, at The Veterans War Memorial complete with fly-bys, dignitaries, National Anthem and the like, concluded with the Avenue of Flags Dedication. The closing remarks for this ad were, “As you sit surrounded by the banners of our nation, flown in honor of those who fought to protect it, may it serve as an everlasting reminder of the sacrifice freedom demands”. It is certainly appropriate to show honor for those who died for our civil freedom.  
There is, however, a far more important memorial on this day that the majority of Americans, many of whom call themselves Christians, will ignore. One instituted by our Lord to remember the one who died to free us from a far greater fate than the tyranny of man. It to, is an everlasting reminder of a sacrifice to the price of freedom. A sacrifice to set us free from the bondage of sin and death. "It was for freedom that Christ set us free". (Gal. 5: 1) 

     There will be no parade, and no fanfare, only two basic staples of life eaten by those who celebrate His death. Of the unleavened bread He said, “this is my body which was given for you” and of the cup, "this is the new covenant in my blood poured out for you, this do in remembrance of me". (Lk. 22: 19-20) 

     When we come together as an assembly of disciples, we need to consider carefully our purpose. In 
(I Cor. 11: 26) when Paul begins with "For", he introduces the reason the supper is continually repeated, i.e. "to proclaim the Lord's death until he comes". The question is, however, to whom do we proclaim these things? It is certainly not to the world, for if it were so we would do it on the street corners. Rather, it is to one another, those of "like precious faith", who believe that He died, was buried, arose, ascended to the Father and is surely coming again. It is one of those built in support mechanisms of assembly worship that helps us help each other get to heaven.             

     Why, then, would anyone choose to miss it?






JP
Memorial Day 
"this do in remembrance of me".

(Luke 22:19)

     Tomorrow, May 30, 2005 this nation will celebrate "Memorial Day", a day set aside to honor those who have given their life for this country. It will be a great public spectacle with parades, fireworks and fanfare of all kinds. In many places preparations have been going on 

for sometime. On Thursday I drove through Dahlonega and every 100 feet on both side of 

the road was a cross with an American flag on top and the name of a man and the conflict in which he died.  It is certainly appropriate to show honor for those who died for our freedom.

      There is, however, a far more important memorial on this day that the majority of Americans, many of whom call themselves Christians, will ignore. One instituted by our Lord to remember the one who died to free us from a far greater fate than the tyranny of man. 

It was to set us free from the bondage of sin and death. "It was for freedom that Christ set us free".(Gal. 5: 1) 

     There will be no parade, no fanfare, only two basic staples of life eaten by those who celebrate His death. Of the unleavened bread He said, 

"this is my body which was given for you" and of the cup, "this is the new covenant in my blood poured out for you, this do in remembrance of me". (Lk. 22: 19-20) 

     When we come together as an assembly of disciples, we need to consider carefully our purpose. In (I Cor. 11: 26) when Paul begins with "For", he introduces the reason the supper is continually repeated, i.e. "to proclaim the Lord's death until he comes". The question is, however, to whom do we proclaim these things? Certainly not to the world, for if so we would do it on the street corners. Rather, it is to one another, those of "like precious faith", who believe that He died, was buried, arose, ascended to the Father and is surely coming again. It is one of those built in support mechanisms of assembly worship that help us help each other get to heaven.             

     Why would anyone choose to miss it?


JP
The Wisdom of Safed the Sedg
     Now there came to me a middle-age woman and she said hast thou a Philosopher's stone wherein thou dost look, and tell unhappy people what to do? And I told her that I had. And she seated herself before me and I looked at the ring on her left hand and I also looked into the Philosopher's stone and I said, thou art married. And she answered and said I am. And I looked again and said thou art unhappy. And she said, O Safed, thou art indeed a man of great discernment. And I said, thy husband, who once was most fond, now tendeth to his business, and seemeth to thee to be inconsiderate. And she gently sobbed her assent.

     And she said, O Safed, I simply must tell someone and I have come to thee, for thou art wise and sympathetic. My husband once loved me devotedly, but now I am loosing his affections. O Safed, dost 

thou know some Philter which I may cunningly concoct and give to him, that he may partake thereof and love me as he did? And I answered, I know a potent Love Potion, and I can impart it to thee. And 

she said O Safed, deceive me not, neither keep me waiting.

     And I said this is the potion. Go thou to the market and there get thee a beefsteak an inch thick and be sure it is tender. Rub it gently with an onion and put it in the broiler and be sure the broiler is hot. Place it over an hot fire and cook it upon the one side: then turn thou it and cook it on the other side. And be sure thou cook it quick that thou cook the juice into it and not out.

     And she said, I will tell the maid to do it so. And I said, Nay, but do it with thine own hands. 

     And she said, is that all? And I said sprinkle with Salt and yet more lightly with pepper and place on the top a Good Big Lump of Butter. And take thou a Great Potato and bake it with the cover on; and when it is baked, open it upon the Top Side, and put therein a lump of Butter and some salt and sprinkle the edges with Red Paprika. And bake the potato first that thy Steak cool not while it baketh. And have on thy Good Dress, which thou mayest cover with a Big Gingham Apron; and when thou seeth thy husband coming, slip off thy Apron and come to the table in thy Best Bib and Tucker and smile at him while he eateth thy Magic Potion. 

     And she said, Will that assuredly give me back my husband's affections? And I said, it is warranted never to fail. But she said what about the High Cost of Living? And I said the High Cost of Living is justified by the High Cost of Loving. Beefsteak and Baked Potatoes are cheaper than Divorce and Alimony. Yea and they yield their Peaceable Fruits.

     And she went and concocted the Magic Potion and she administered it to her husband many times and they lived together Happily Ever After.

(by William E. Barton,  pub. 1919)

     Though the ingredients of the potion may have changed somewhat  (and yet not that much) over the hundred years, the principle certainly has not. Applied with the right care in the right proportion it has the same effect today.

      And fear not for the Safed will return with wisdom for the Husband shunned.   




JP

HIDDEN FLAWS 

And this I pray, that your love may abound yet more and more in knowledge and all discernment; so that ye may approve the things that are excellent; that ye may be sincere and void of offence unto the day of Christ;  (Phil.1: 9-10)

    When Rome was at its height of power, marble sculpture was the art form of the day. So great 

was the demand that Roman sculptors sometimes sought to conceal  cracks and voids in their work with the aid of melted beeswax. Blending it into the stone, they could sell it as flawless quality work. Much to the owner's dismay, after a few weeks, the wax would dry out and fall away revealing the original flaws. This practice of wax trickery became so prevalent that reputable sculptors guaranteed their work as "sine cera". This word is the root word for our present "sincere" and is translated literally "without wax". 

     Unfortunately, many who proclaim themselves children of God live lives filled with wax trying to hide the flaws within. I suppose that it is only human nature to try to hide the flaws of our life. We all do it, I know that I have, but the problem is, that if we do it long enough, we fool ourselves into believing we are flawless.

      Filler wax takes many forms, good deeds, good works, humility; a staunch stand for some truth, a pious attitude, and often times lies. Except for the lies, these things in our lives in the right way may be good, but be assured that God knows the difference between good deeds and wax. It is the thing that Jesus saw in the Scribes and Pharisees when He said 

" Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye are like unto whited sepulchres, which outwardly appear beautiful, but inwardly are full of dead men's bones, and of all uncleanness.  Even so ye also outwardly appear righteous unto men, but inwardly ye are full of hypocrisy and iniquity. 

 (Matt. 23: 27-28)

     There is, however, one thing that will remove the flaws of our life and restore it to perfection. It is "godly sorrow that worketh repentance (a repentance) that brings no regret" (II Cor. 7: 10). If we are to present ourselves to God as a work of His hand, it must be without imperfection, being made whole by the blood of Jesus Christ.

     May we so live that we will bring to God a life that is "sine cera" and not one filled with crumbling wax. 
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Much ado About Nothing
"But though we, or an angel from heaven, should preach unto

you any gospel other than that which we preached unto you,

let him be anathema." (Gal 1:8)

     There are some questions that perplex me, primarily because they seem to have no definitive answer. One question is why, "he that believes and is baptized shall Be saved" becomes, he that believes shall be saved, in the mind of so many people. Another is why so many will grasp false teaching that has no merit or creditability as though it did and deny the truth that has withstood all of man's efforts to disprove it. A third is why some Christians become so concerned by such nonsense when it is hyped by the media.
     I had decided not to write about "The DaVinci Code" but several have asked me about it and I can see how questions could arise for those who are new in the Lord. To see the truth of this matter you need a little insight into the novel but the credits given it, offer little. One blurb said, "A murder in the Louvre reveals a plot to uncover the Priory of Sion's ancient secret". Does that tell you anything? Me neither. I have not read the book and I don't intend to see the movie but I did a little research into the gist of the book and the mind of the author. The book supposes a marriage between Jesus and Mary Magdalene that produces a royal bloodline in France. The Holy Grail, supposedly the cup of the last supper, is actually Mary Magdalene as she held the blood of Jesus in her womb while bearing His child. In essence the claims about Christianity are that almost everything the Holy Spirit has revealed about Christ is false. And all of this is encoded in the paintings of Lenoardo DaVinci such as "The Last Supper" and "The Mona Lisa".
                            
     But what is the truth about “The Code"? On the official web-site of Dan Brown (the author) there is a "FAQ" section and the first question is, "How much of this novel is truth?" Mr. Brown's answer is and I quote, "The DaVinci Code is a novel and therefore a work of fiction. The book's characters and their actions are not real." In other words the DaVinci code is a figment of the imagination of Dan Brown and that should be enough to dispel any attack it makes on the truth of God's word. 

     Such things as "The gospel of Judas" or "The Gospel of Mary Magdalene" or "The DaVinci Code and those who promote them fall under the condemnation of Paul's words in (Gal 1:8). So emphatic was the Apostle that he repeated himself.

     To the sincere person who may have questions about issues presented as truth, the fictional facts dispel any fears about attacks on the truth. For the skeptic and the agnostic who would hold up such nonsense as testimony against God's word, I believe we are best served by the words of Jesus "Give not that which is holy unto the dogs, neither cast your pearls before the swine, lest haply they trample them under their feet, and turn and rend you". (Matt 7:6)

The word of God is "a lamp unto our feet and a light unto our pathway". 

(Ps 119:105) It is forever the only thing that offers hope to man. By faith we can say with Paul, " for I know him whom I have believed, and I am persuaded that he is able to guard that which I have committed unto him against that day". (2 Tim 1:12)  What we have committed to God as a Christian is the salvation of the soul. Let nothing sway it
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SMALL STUFF

Be not therefore anxious, saying, What shall we eat? or, What shall we drink? or, Wherewithal shall we be clothed?  For after all these things do the Gentiles seek; for your heavenly Father knoweth that ye have need of all these things. (Matt. 6: 31-32)

     Anxiety is a natural human emotion for responsible people. It is one that befalls us all at one time or another and is something that Jesus recognized in His disciples. In that wonderful Sermon on the Mount He puts to rest the need to be anxious about anything. He goes so far as to say it will do you no good, for " which of you by being anxious can add one cubit unto the measure of his life? (Matt 6: 27) 

     I saw a bumper sticker the other day that brought this message clearly to mind and I will share it with you. It said "SERVE GOD ….and don't sweat the small stuff". When someone is in need of the necessities of life or concerned about health, it may not seem like "small stuff". When we consider, however, the greatness of God, the goodness of God, the love of God and our need to draw closer to Him, everything else is "small stuff". But the message of Jesus is that if we seek God, i.e. put Him first in our daily life, He will take care of the "small stuff". Do we really believe this? Read all of (Matt. 6: 25-33)

     Paul writing to the Philippians told them to replace anxiety with prayer. " In nothing be anxious; but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God. (Phil. 4: 6) 
It is necessarily implied that if we do so God will respond. 

      Even if we feel inadequate in expressing our needs to God we have assurance that the Spirit will aid us in doing so. "And in like manner the Spirit also helpeth our infirmity: for we know not how to pray as we ought; but the Spirit himself maketh intercession for (us) with groanings which cannot be uttered; and he that searcheth the hearts knoweth what is the mind of the Spirit, because he maketh intercession for the saints according to (the will of) God. And we know that to them that love God all things work together for good, (even) to them that are called according to (his) purpose". (Rom. 8: 26-28) 

       Above all things, however, I hope we see that the real lesson is not freedom from anxiety or satisfaction of physical need. It is rather our need to draw closer to God. To seek Him first in everything we do. The wisdom of Solomon is clear when he said, 

" (This is) the end of the matter; all hath been heard: fear God, and keep his commandments; for this is the whole (duty) of man. (Eccl 12:13)
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Four Expectations from Worship

     In his book, When God builds a Church, Bob Russell suggests there are four things we should legitimately expect from authentic worship. 

(1) A sense of God's Presence. (2) A Conviction of our Sinfulness. (3) A Joyful Reminder of 

God's Grace. (4) The Inspiration to Serve.

     While there may be other expectations, one cannot disagree with these four. Surly, we 

should expect to feel the awesome presence of God when we sing, pray and hear His word proclaimed. He is in our midst, He has said that He would be. (Matt. 18: 20)

     We should be made to feel our sinful state 

and to realize our hopeless condition without God's grace. "By grace we are saved" (Eph. 2: 8) When we eat the supper and commune with 

Christ we can feel the joy of reconciliation.  It should serve to inspire us to serve God and each other in our effort to get to Heaven.

     What perplexes me is 1.)  That we come to worship expecting to be in God's presence, made aware of our sinfulness, and reminded of God's grace, yet be so easily distracted by so many frivolous things.

Why does a drink of water or a trip to the bathroom (exceptions excepted) become so necessary for adults and children alike? 

2.) How can one, who is truly converted to the Lord, knowing that God is in our midst when we assemble, convince themselves that it is not important to attend every service possible. More so, convince themselves that it is ok not to come at all? 

     Consider the Hebrew writer's admonition:  "and let us consider (one another) to provoke unto love and good works; not forsaking our own assembling together, as the custom of some is, but exhorting (one another); and so much the more, as ye see the day drawing nigh." (Heb. 10: 24-25) 
Brethren you cannot do that at home.

“Going to Church”

and let us consider one another to provoke unto love and good works; not forsaking our own assembling together, as the custom of some is, but exhorting (one another); and so much the more, as ye see the day drawing nigh.  (Heb 10:24-25)
     Driving through town the other day, I pulled up behind a pickup truck that had a bumper sticker on it. The sticker read; “If going to church makes you a Christian, does going to the garage make you a car?”
I sped up to pull alongside the man’s truck because there were some questions I would like to have asked him but because of the traffic I was not able to do so and he was soon gone. As I continued my journey home, I could not help thinking about the motive for such a statement. It could have been an expression of pure contempt for anyone who advocates “going to church”. Or it could have been an expression of disagreement with the idea that just “going to church” makes you right with God. There are many people (sadly some who identify with the Lord’s church) who believe it to be so. On the other hand it could be an expression much like the old Don Williams’ song that says, “I don’t believe that heaven waits for only those who congregate”.
     Whatever message is meant to be conveyed, it is a sign of ignorance toward spiritual things and expresses a concept that is foreign to God’s word. “Going to church” has nothing to do with making someone a Christian.  A Christian is one who has died to sin through repentance, leaving the world to walk a new life in obedience to Jesus Christ and that requires baptism for the remission of sins. To the Romans, Paul wrote, “We were buried therefore with him through baptism unto death: that like as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, so we also might walk in newness of life.” (Rom 6:4)  It is a commitment to walk in a new and different way than the world. To this end Paul said, “I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I that live, but Christ living in me: (Gal 2:20)

and it is the reason that the things we do as Christians seems so foreign and questionable to the world. 

     It is a fact that all who “go to church” are not Christians and going does not make them so. It is also a fact, however, that all who are Christians, assemble together as the church, to worship God and honor Jesus as our savior.  It is what Christians do and they do it on a regular basis because that is what Jesus has instructed us to do (Heb 10: 25) (Acts 20:7)

     As for those who may think that heaven does not wait for “only those who congregate” it may be so but I will put my faith in the fact that when Jesus comes to receive His own, it will be the Church, His Bride, that He takes to be with God. Come hither, I will show thee the bride, the wife of the Lamb. And he carried me away in the Spirit to a mountain great and high, and showed me the holy city Jerusalem, (Rev 21:9-10)

     Have you come this morning to “do church” or have you come to be in the presence of the Lord? Will you come back this evening? Some of us will, including Jesus and I hope you will also.

                                        JP
Reverence for God   reused
Thou shalt not take the name of Jehovah thy God in vain; for Jehovah will not hold him guiltless that taketh his name in vain. (Ex 20:7)

     In view of this third commandment given by God, the Israelites became so fearful of violating the command that they would not say the name of Jehovah. Some say it was from a misunderstanding of (Lev. 24:16) mistaking "utters distinctly" for "blasphemeth" from similar Hebrew words. Why they chose to so flippantly ignore others (i.e. thou shall have no other gods before me) and fear this one is a subject for another time. But, whatever the reason, for fear of using God's name in vain they made up names to avoid saying it. 

     How refreshing it would be to see some similar discipline used in today's conversation but such has not been the case for a long time. In his commentary on (Ex.20: 7), Albert Barns wrote (several hundred years ago) " The caution that a breach of this commandment incurs guilt in the eyes of Yahweh is especially appropriate, in consequence of the ease with which the temptation to take God's name "in vain" besets people in their common conversation with each other". We are pledged in this society with such blatant disregard for God's Holy name that, without thought, even the slightest state of  surprise or joy is punctuated with an expression of "oh my god". I am sorry to say that, at least from my observation, it is far more prevalent among girls and young women than boys and men. 

     To maker matters worse, the utter disregard for God has reduced the expression to an acronym. I have received several e-mails from friends lately that were stories of dumb things that someone had said or done and at the end were the initials (OMG!). One was the picture of a baby, hand over mouth and (OMG!) What have we come to?

       I am confident that the men who sent the items to me simply hit the forward button and their friends list and send, because I do not believe for a minute that they would condone such irreverence for God. On the other hand it serves to remind us that as Christians we must give constancy vigil that neither we nor our young people are caught up in the worldly vacuum of irreverence for God. We are to be Holy as He is Holy (Lev 11:44, 

I Peter 1: 16) and one can not see God as ("Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord God Almighty) and ignore the reverence of His Name.

      Not only as we worship Him this morning but also in every aspect of life, may we be aware of the reverence due the God whose children we are. 

Joe Phillips
Approved of God 
reused 09/11/2011
For not he that commendeth himself is approved, but whom the Lord commendeth.  (2 Cor 10:18)

     One of the natural characteristics of children particularly small children is to win the approval of their parents. It is a natural desire that we nurture to encourage them to continue to learn and this is certainly true with their learning about God. I see them coming from the classroom, faces flushed with a big smile, waving a piece of paper with a crudely colored picture or some stickers attached, looking for mom and dad for that approval of their effort. We take pride (and rightly so) in their efforts and successes and see it as an expression of acceptance of our will for them.

      Did you ever stop to think that as God's children He expects us to seek His approval and is pleased when we do so? I am sure that many who profess to be Christians think of themselves approved of God just because they have obeyed the gospel and attend service from time to time. Maybe that’s all God requires of us but I doubt it. 

     Paul wrote to young Timothy, "Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth". (2 Tim 2:15) Handling aright the word is what makes us approved of God and that comes only from study. We read this passage and think, that’s good advice for a young preacher. We think of it as good advice but never a command and surely not for us. Nevertheless, it is the very basis of our approval before God. We must know and do all He has commanded of us (Matt 28: 18)  When God gave the law to Israel He demanded that they know and keep it all and that it be before them and their children at all times. (Deut. 11: 18-20)  Do you think He will except anything less from us?

      God's word is all we know about Him and while it is all we need it takes more than just reading a chapter or two now and then to be close to God. We must be a diligent seeker of Him if we are to be approved. (Heb. 11:6)

     I believe that there is an epidemic among the churches where Christians simply do not take the time to study God's word, as they should.  

     True bible knowledge comes from study outside the formal assembly or bible classes. As a class teacher it is not hard to know who has and who has not prepared their lesson. And, if adults and parents have not prepared their own lesson, is it reasonable to think they have spent any time preparing their children for class? What a shame! Would that constitute spiritual child abuse?

      Paul's instruction to Timothy to correctly handle the word of truth was so he would not be put to shame, before God and those whom he would face in the world. When we take stock of our knowledge of God's word and how we handle it are we put to shame? If we are not making the best of study we should be. 

     I challenge each one to make a commitment to be a part of bible study, with your children, in classes and most important in your home. We must see God's word as the most important thing in our lives.

     May God help us to, "grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ". (II Peter 3:18)

                                         JP

Worthy Lives 
Reused 01/26/2011  &  08162015
"Only let your manner of life be worthy of the gospel of Christ:" (Phil 1:27)

     One of the fundamental truths of scripture is that man is not worthy of the blessings that God has given through Jesus Christ. He alone is worthy of anything because he gave "Himself a ransom for many". The tutorship of the law showed that we could not live in a way that will make us worthy of the salvation He brought. We are required, however, to live "lives" that are "worthy of the gospel" and we need to understand what that means. Whether your translation of Phil. 1: 27 reads "manner of life", "conversation", "conduct" or something else, these words have the same root word "politeuomai" and that has to do with citizenship. It is literally, "to live as a citizen"; "to conduct one's self according to the laws and customs of a state".

 When Paul uses this word in the passage under consideration, he is saying "conduct yourselves as citizens of the Kingdom (state) that was brought about by the "Gospel of Christ". It implies that as citizens of the kingdom, we should act in all duties, which that relationship involves, on the principles of the gospel. The believer is bound to perform every duty on Christian principles. (Col. 3: 17) It involves our manner of speech, our plans for living, the way we deal with our fellowman, our walk and conduct in and out of the church, every aspect of our life. There is a way of living that is appropriate to the gospel, and it is what the gospel requires. Jesus told His Apostles to, " teach them to observe all things whatsoever I commanded you: (Matt 28: 20). 

    When Christians are under the influence of the gospel, it is reflected in their manner of life. It is seen in their conduct, dress, temperament, speech, morals, and their aims. The gospel is not a passive thing, it is intended to be lived and influence its followers. Because we must frame our lives by it, it is necessary that it be studied and that we know what its rules are. (II Tim. 2: 15)

      It is by the gospel that we are called (II Thess. 2: 14) out of darkness into His marvelous light (I Pet. 2: 9) into a fellowship with Jesus Christ (I Cor. 1: 9). We are not worthy of God's grace but because it has been bestowed upon us by the gospel we can and must live "lives" worthy of its 

cost.
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Freedom     Reused 07/08/2012
For freedom did Christ set us free: (Gal 5:1)

     On Wednesday, July 4th, we will, as we do each year celebrate Independence Day. The very foundation of our country is based upon this day when we declared freedom from the tyranny of a foreign government.  Needless to say, such a move came at a great price and lives were lost to seal our independence. In our love and appreciation for this freedom we express our patriotism with parades, fireworks and music in recognition of its cost. Over the years we have come to realize the truism "freedom is not free".

     While there is a lot of criticism of our country by some of its citizens, it is freedom that permits it and what would anyone exchange for it?  There are some who exploit it and some who abuse it but we should cherish what freedom brings especially the right to worship God as He wishes without intervention from anyone. I am proud to be part of celebrating such freedom and I pray that it will always be so. 

     On the other hand there is a freedom afforded us that is far more important than any civil freedom we may have and many will give it little thought. It is freedom from sin. In Galatians 5: 1 Paul speaks of the freedom for which Christ set us free, that is, freedom from the law of sin and death. The law brought about bondage (Rom. 7: 7) but he goes on to say “There is therefore now no condemnation to them that are in Christ Jesus.  For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus made me free from the law of sin and of death". (Rom. 8: 1-2)

     Be assured that this freedom is not without cost. Jesus gave His life to free us from the bondage of sin. It should behoove us therefore to celebrate that freedom with a life of faithful service? "What shall we say then? Shall we continue in sin, that grace may abound? God forbid. We who died to sin, how shall we any longer live therein"? … "knowing this, that our old man was crucified with (him), that the body of sin might be done away, that so we should no longer be in bondage to sin;  for he that hath died is justified from sin". 

(Rom 6:1-2; 6-7) 

      It may be that we will someday loose some if not all of our civil freedom. Many early Christians, even the Apostles, suffered at the hand of a bad government but that did not prevent them from serving God. Nothing could take the freedom of Christ from them. Consider Paul's words, " Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? shall tribulation, or anguish, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? Even as it is written, For thy sake we are killed all the day long; We were accounted as sheep for the slaughter. Nay, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him that loved us. For I am persuaded, that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Rom 8:35-39)

     As we worship Him today, may we be thankful for the freedom to do so and live worthy of the cost of the freedom He gave.



Joe Phillips

Catch 22 

"and being made free from sin, ye became servants of righteousness". (Rom. 6: 18)

      As a freedom-loving nation, tomorrow we will celebrate "Independence Day". A day that marks a time when we declared independence from the tyranny of men. Subsequently, wars have been fought to maintain that freedom, thus, coining the phrase "freedom is not free". When you think about it, independence from one thing dictates bondage to something else. Declaring independence from one rule of law, we agree to be bound to another rule of law, hopefully for the better-- sort of a "catch 22".

      The New Testament has a lot to say about freedom and being free. Jesus said to the Jews 

" and ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free". (Jn. 8: 32) Although in bondage to Rome at the time and lacking understanding they responded, " We are Abraham's seed, and have never yet been in bondage to any man: how sayest thou, Ye shall be made free? (vs. 33)  Some years later Paul would say, "There is therefore now no condemnation to them that are in Christ Jesus. 

For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus made me free from the law of sin and of death"

(Rom. 8: 1-2) But what is the catch?

To become free from one is to be bound to another. "whereas ye were servants of sin, ye became obedient from the heart to that form of teaching whereunto ye were delivered; and being made free from sin, ye became servants of righteousness". (I Cor 6: 17-18)  Our "catch 22", simply put, is " For he that was called in the Lord being a bondservant, is the Lord's freedman: likewise he that was called being free, is Christ's bondservant. (I Cor. 7: 22) 

       As we worship today, lets celebrate our freedom from the bondage of sin and rejoice in our bondage to Jesus Christ. 




JP

SOMETHING HAS CHANGED  Reused 04/28/2013
    In his book, “Index of Leading Cultural Indicators”, March 1993, ii William J. Bennett wrote in the introduction, “Over the years, teachers have been asked to identify the top problems in America’s public schools. In 1940 teachers identified talking out of turn, chewing gum, making noise, running in the halls, cutting in line, dress code infractions and littering.  When asked the same question in 1990, teachers identified drug abuse, alcohol abuse, pregnancy, suicide, rape, robbery and assault. 

     On the surface such a contrast in moral behavior seems shocking but when it evolves over 50 years it has a way of slipping up on us without too much notice. The break down of the home and moral teaching leads to sin and its consequences and one of the consequences is a failure to honor and worship God. When this happens it does not take long for sin 

to loose its identity. One can only wonder what the last 18 years have added to this problem.

     Something has changed, and unless we as a nation recognize that there is a problem and get back to what builds character we will continue to fall into moral decay.  In his article, “The Life Benefits of Regular Church Attendance”  Neil MacQueen raises the proposition, “What if I told you there is a well researched and statistically proven program that can:

     And list ten benefits for children that include, increased life expectancy, reduced risk from alcohol, tobacco and drugs, suicide, depression, committing a crime, rebelliousness, and binge drinking, improves their attitude in school, their odds of a happy life and provides them with a lifelong moral compass.”  
Is there such a program? Yes, there is and it is supported by research from several major universities and research groups’ nation wide.  It is called “active church participation. 
     He goes on to say that “In study after study, children who actively engage in a faith community on a regular basis are rewarded with significantly reduced likelihood of problems and risk and significantly improved odds of a happier, healthier, longer life. These studies show the same results for adults as well. (so, it is not a drop them off at church and pick them up two hours later proposition. JP)  In a search for “what works” researchers keep turning up “active participation” in a “faith community” as the one consistent potent factor in raising up children in the way they should go.”

     As a child of God, does this surprise you?   You will get no argument from me that the responsibility of teaching children God’s ways lies directly with Godly parents at home. But, can anyone deny that active participation in the assembly of saints and bible study classes adds to and reinforces what they get at home? It gives them a place to practice doing what is pleasing to God and like it or not sometimes it is all they get. God alone knows what is best for us.  Jesus asks, “If a son shall ask bread of any of you that is a father, will he give him a stone? Or if he ask a fish, will he for a fish give him a serpent”? (Luke 11:11)
    We can take hope in the efforts of this congregation to involve our children in the knowledge and worship of God. Are you ready for “Youth Forum and VBS?




JP
A Cult?

     We are all aware of the case of Mary Winkler who tragically shot and killed her husband in their home in Selmer Tennessee. Matthew Winkler was a preacher for an institutional group identified as The Church if Christ. Because of the unusual circumstances of this crime the national media flooded the scene to make the most of the story, only to find the entire matter shrouded in secrecy. 

Because of this secrecy, there was no story and most of what they reported was speculation. Starving for any "tid bit", they talked to any one willing to talk. One interview with a local Baptist preacher asked the question, (as though he would know anything about the Church) what is the Church of Christ and how did it get started? His reply was, "it’s a cult started about 150 years ago by Alexandra Campbell" and pretty much left it at that. Many have the tendency to use prejudicial language to describe those with whom they disagree.

     In an article, "Is the church of Christ A Cult?” Brother David Diestelkamp wrote the following:

“People sometimes throw the word cult around out of fear of the unknown and as a way to avoid open-minded investigation. Of course there are religious cults that are spiritually, emotionally and physically dangerous and damaging. Deciding what is a cult and what isn't can be difficult because there is not one, all encompassing 2.  We do not claim to have special revelation (knowledge) which others do not have. We believe the bible is our sole authority (2Tim. 3:16-17) 

3.  Reason from Scripture is used in teaching, not pressure, or control tactics. (Isa. 1:18)

4.  Every member is to study and understand God's word, not follow some man or group ideology. (1 Cor. 4:6; 2 Tim. 2:15)

5.  We do not isolate ourselves, but are in the world while not being of the world. (Rom. 12:2)

6.  We are not closed minded but willing to "test all things" (1Thess. 5:21).

7.  We are not antagonistic; we believe "if it is possible, as much as depends on you live peaceably with all men. (Rom. 12"18)

8.  Zeal is expressed in ways controlled by God in the Scriptures. (Rom. 10:2)

9. Without exception we are committed to God's high standard of morality, refusing to compromise anything revealed in the New Testament”.

     Being a follower of Christ has always been about faith based on personal study and investigation. True faith and its expression may seem strange, even extreme to those who are unfamiliar with faith as revealed in the New Testament. Our desire to do what is right in the sight of God must drive us to search for and find His true will as revealed in the Bible. These are the people you will find in God's true church. A cult tries to decide for you, God's people want you to look to God in His word to decide for you. (DD)

     We should therefore be, "ready always to give answer to every man that asketh you a reason concerning the hope that is in you, yet with meekness and fear:" (1 Peter 3:15)




JP

(needs some rework midway)
Vain Worship

And he said unto them, Full well do ye reject the commandment of God, that ye may keep your tradition (Mark 7: 9)
     During the last week of June, here in Atlanta, the United Churches of Christ (a denomination) held their general Synod to discuss theological and secular issues of the church. One issue discussed was significant enough to make the news. The newsworthy issue was the acceptance of same sex marriages. The irony of this decision is that it was not based on some new revelation or interruption of scripture, but on a "politically correct" one. It was stated that the decision was reached based upon the fact that "failing to do so was discrimination" and discrimination is wrong in God's sight.

      Completely ignored is the fact that God has condemned such relations from the beginning and this union was punished by death under the law. (Lev. 20: 13) The Apostle Paul could not have been more direct, when he said, "Or do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived; neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor effeminate, nor homosexuals, nor thieves, nor the covetous, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers, will inherit the kingdom of God. (1 Cor 6:9-10 NASV)

     In reality, to the true believer in God, it does not matter that such decisions are made by men and called righteous. It should, however, serve as a stern reminder to show us just how far from God political correctness will take us. Although a prevalent thing in our society, it is not a new concept. Jesus condemned the Jews for this, saying, "Well did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written, This people honoreth me with their lips, But their heart is far from me. But in vain do they worship me, Teaching (as their) doctrines the precepts of men. Ye leave the commandment of God, and hold fast the tradition of men". (Mk. 7: 6-8) It was something that plagued the church in New Testament time as well. Paul told Titus concerning the church in Crete, "reprove them sharply, that they may be sound in the faith, not giving heed to Jewish fables, and commandments of men who turn away from the truth. (Titus 1: 14)

     The world is lead to believe that because it is politically wrong to condemn works of the flesh, that somehow it is no longer sin. When we do accept things, anything, which is contrary to God’s word, it makes our worship vain, no matter how well meaning it may be. It may even become criminally wrong to condemn political correctness. But, when that time comes will we stand upon God's word that our worship be not in vain? I am counting on it.




JP

THE TRUE HEART of MARRIAGE

And the man said, This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh: she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man.  Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: and they shall be one flesh. And they were both naked, the man and his wife, and were not ashamed. (Gen 2:23-25)

     A few months back, coming out of a restaurant in the north Georgia Mountains, a publication on the freebee rack (North Georgia Living) caught my eye so I took a copy. While the thing that caught my eye turned out to be nothing, there was an article inside that peeked my interest a lot. Dr. Jonathan Winner, a husband of forty five years, with four children and four grandchildren and a practicing pediatrician with Northside Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine PC in Sandy Springs, had written an article entitled “THE HEART OF MARRIAGE”.  He begins the article by saying, “The institution of marriage has changed a lot since my wife and I got married, forty five years ago. It seems now, according to PEW Research center, that 40% of young adults consider marriage obsolete; and believe that commitment without a legal marriage is all that is needed to have a family. Some of these beliefs may be based on the fact that the divorce rate is very near 50%.” (“in other words, don’t marry to avoid being a divorce statistic” JP) 

     For those who would marry, he points out that  couples should consider things like, medical history, generic diseases that could effect children, who will be the primary income producer,  stay home parent or day care, etc. He goes on to suggest some things necessary to sustain a marriage, always respect and treat your spouse with kindness, “put downs” don’t work, keep communication lines open, designate a place in the home where you can discuss issues honestly with out hurt feelings, be willing to compromise, etc. etc. He concludes with a sobering question, “do you prefer to always be right or always be happy?” 

     While these suggestions come from an educated and experienced source, they reflect little about the “True” heart of a marriage. We must understand that marriage is an institution that comes from God and is ordained by God and is subject to the laws of God that govern it. If this were not so, what then would be the purpose of marriage in the first place? We were made in the image of God, not beast of the field and God demands that we act accordingly. In our title verse, while the idea of becoming one flesh has to do with the union of man and woman in procreation, I also believe it speaks to giving up selfishness and pride to become one in life.  

     Although the suggestions of Dr. Winner may have merit, they are not new revelation.  Paul, writing to the Ephesians and Colossians gave us God’s receipt for a successful marriage and a happy family. “Wives, be in subjection to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord. Husbands, love your wives, and be not bitter against them.  Children, obey your parents in all things, for this is well-pleasing in the Lord.  Fathers, provoke not your children that they be not discouraged (Col 3:18-21) and these thoughts are not suggestions.

     The heart of marriage is God, any thing less than total commitment to it is disobedience to God. This mystery is great: but I speak in regard of Christ and of the church. (Eph 5:32) 

Joe Phillips

A REAL AND PERSONAL GOD?
Reused 09/22/2013
Woe unto them that are wise in their own eyes, and prudent in their own sight! (Isa 5:21)

On the news the other morning there was a report (and I don’t know what this has to do with news) of a survey conducted by some study group, on the public’s belief in God. The survey revealed that only 51% believed in a “real and personal God”. It also stated that of this group who believe, almost all believed that those who believe in gods other than theirs had as much chance of being saved as they do. (Ironically that is true)

     It is a sad commentary on our society when 49% of it has no belief in God or knowledge of Him.  It is compounded when most of the remaining 51% have no faith in the Sovereignty of God. The premise of such a belief is, “I have my God who is personable to my needs and you can have yours”, rather than a God who by His very nature demands that I conform my life to his will. Paul said to the Ephesians, “Be ye therefore imitators of God, as beloved children;” (Eph 5:1).  One can only wonder what has changed. 

     Although statistics say that the numbers have not changed much over the years, I don’t believe it. I know that most of the people that I grew up with along with their parents had an active and regular worship life, be it right or wrong. They had an honest respect for God and His word and knew the difference between right and wrong as it relates to that word.

     But just what has kept so many people from acknowledging God as creator and Sovereign Lord? Is it because God has not revealed Himself to us? The Psalmist said, “Thy word is a lamp unto my feet, and light unto my path.” 
(Ps 119:105)   Is it because we can’t know what God expects? Peter said.

“seeing that his divine power hath granted unto us all things that pertain unto life and godliness, through the knowledge of him that called us by his own glory and virtue; (2 Peter 1:3). And it is enough to make us complete unto every good work. (II Tim. 3:16-17) The humanistic philosophy that nothing is wrong (sin) of itself speaks clearly that man wants no part of God except perhaps when he is in a crisis. 

     On a favorite TV show, “Deadliest Catch” a fisherman was telling his harrowing experience of being awash in the North Atlantic after the boat he was on sank in the middle of the night. He told of how frightened he was that he may not see daylight again and said, “I am not a religious man (interrupted) I’m not a religious man but I asked for some help (finger pointing upward) that night. It was obvious, however, that nothing in his life had changed toward God since being rescued from certain death in that watery grave.

     Jesus put His finger on the heart of the matter when He said, “And this is the condemnation, that light is come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil. For every one that doeth evil hateth the light, neither cometh to the light, lest his deeds should be reproved.
(John 3:19-20)
     Is your life conformed to the will of God? Heaven depends upon it!




JP
Sober-minded

Wherefore girding up the loins of your mind, be sober and set your hope perfectly on the grace that is to be brought unto you at the revelation of Jesus Christ; 

(1 Peter 1:13)

    The old radio comedy, "Fibber McGee and Molly" featured a couple involved in helping their friends out of semi-serious situations. At the height of the drama, at the most inappropriate time Fibber would make a joke about the matter drawing a laugh from the audience and himself. To this Molly would reply, "tain't funny McGee".

     The Bible says that there is a time to laugh (Eccl. 3: 4) and I am glad, because I like to laugh with the best. On the other hand there is a time to be serious, i.e. sober-minded. It is a trait spoken of often in the New Testament and deals with the seriousness of doing God's will. It is a quality that a man must have to serve as an elder but it is not only for elders, it applies to all Christians. In the many ways the word 

is used it denotes: "of sound-mind" or "self-control" 

(I Pet. 4: 7),  "to think seriously" (Rom. 12: 3), "to recall to one's senses". It has to do with teaching and learning (Titus 2: 4), the cultivation of sound judgment and above all that which enables the believer to conform to the mind of Christ. (Tit. 2: 12)

      When we assemble it is, "such a time", to be serious. We are in God's presence gathered to worship and praise Him and how seriously we take this is reflected in all that we do. The way we attend, our punctuality, the zeal with which we sing, our attention to the word, our reverence in prayer and our focus on 

the supper, all reflect how serious we are about God. 

     There are preachers who feel that they must fill their lessons with "funnies" that amuse the audience to be effective and I suppose that one now and then is ok if it makes a point. For the most part, however, they take away from the seriousness of the lessons of God's word. They tend to distract us from the purpose of a lesson, which is to teach and edify.

     Christianity is a serious matter and we need to approach it with a sober mind. When God gave the Law of Moses, His commandment concerning the Sabbath was not only to remember it but also to keep it holy. (Exod. 20: 8)  That command implies that it was a serious matter with God and so it is today.

      In the waning days of Israel, they became so pre-occupied with trivial and worldly things that they said of the Sabbath, "when will it be gone that we may sell grain and deal falsely with deceit". (Amos 8: 5)  

     As we worship this morning ask yourself, am I sober-minded about God's will? Am I sober-minded about going to Heaven? I sure hope we are!

 Be sober, be watchful: your adversary the devil, as a roaring lion, walketh about, seeking whom he may devour, (1 Peter 5: 8)




JP

Trying God   Reused 110213
"Harden not your hearts, as in the provocation, Like 

as in the day of the trial in the wilderness, Where your fathers tried (me) by proving (me,) and saw my works forty years."  (Hebrews 3: 8-9) 

   The words, to try, prove and tempt all come from the same Greek word "periazo" and denote an attempt to "put to the test" some thing. Thayer says of this word, "of God; by men, i.e. rebellion against God by which His powers and justice are as it were put to the proof and challenged to show themselves."
  Moses gave stern warning against this. (Deut. 6:16). This is the passage that Jesus quoted when tempted 

by Satan. (Matt. 4: 7)

   Because God is, anything He commands or prohibits is right, in and of itself, because it comes from Him. 

For man to " try" God is of no small matter as was the case of Ananias and Sapphira when they are charged with "trying the Spirit of the Lord" (Acts 5: 9) 

     When we try to circumnavigate or ignore the laws of God, be it first principle obedience, divorce and remarriage, unauthorized institutions within the Church or just the moral issues of our lives, we are surely putting God to the test. We try to see if just maybe He will let it slip by. The answer is, that He 

will not and the consequences are spiritually fatal. On the other hand there is a sense in which God encourages us to "try" Him and we should all be eager to do so. 

    By the time the old scriptures came to a close the Jews had degraded in their relations to God to a point that they would say, " Ye have said, It is vain to serve God; and what profit is it that we have kept his charge, and that we have walked mournfully before Jehovah of hosts? (Mal. 3: 14) So deep was their denial of sin, that when God ask them to return they would say, "Wherein shall we return? Will a man rob God? Wherein have we robbed thee?
(Mal 3: 7-8) They had robbed God in many ways but especially in tithes and offerings. Look at the challenge God puts before them. " Bring ye the whole tithe into the store-house, that there may be food in my house, and prove me now herewith, saith Jehovah of hosts, if I will not open you the windows of heaven, and pour you out a blessing, that there shall not be room enough (to receive it). (Mal. 3: 10) 

    This challenge awaits us today and it is about physical blessings. Although God has blessed us above all things in the giving of his Son, He will pour out physical blessings upon us when we serve Him as He desires. Hear the words of Jesus: "Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they toil not, neither do they spin: yet I say unto you, that even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these.  But if God doth so clothe the grass of the field, which to-day is, and to-morrow is cast into the oven, (shall he) not much more (clothe) you, O ye of little faith? Be not therefore anxious, saying What shall we eat? or, What shall we drink? or, Wherewithal shall we be clothed?. For after all these things do the Gentiles seek; for your heavenly Father knoweth that ye have need of all these things But seek ye first his kingdom, and his righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto you".  (Matt. 6: 28-33)

   Are you accepting God's challenge to "Prove Him", by your service?                           

JP

Not Forsaking   Reused
"and let us consider one another to provoke unto love and good works; not forsaking our own assembling together, as the custom of some is, but exhorting (one another); and so much the more, as ye see the day drawing nigh."  (Heb. 10:24-25)

     Is it really important to assemble as children of God every first day of the week? Many people think not as was the case when the Hebrew writer penned these words. For whatever reason some choose not to assemble but the scripture is quite clear. 

     There are those who have argued that the word rendered here as "assembling" means the "society of Christians" i.e. the church, and the object of the writer is to urge them not to apostatize from the Lord. The word, however, is not used in this sense in the New Testament but is used several times to refer to a "gathering together". (II Thess. 2:1; Matt. 23:37; Mk. 1:33) The command is to assemble together to worship God and it is an important duty of Christians to do so. It is also implied that there is blame or fault when this is neglected. 

     Only when we truly understand what is involved in our worshiping together will we realize why it is so important. We assemble to sing, pray, study, give of our means and proclaim the Lord's death till He comes again. All of these acts of worship are done in obedience to a direct command or the example of New Testament Christians. While honor and glory to God is its focus, these acts are to provoke us to love and good works.

By them we exhort each other to be conformed to the image of Christ. (Rom. 8: 29) We must understand that in this sense they cannot be done outside the assembly of Saints. 

     Assembling together as saints is not some social event but a conscious act of worship. It is an expression of the covenant that we have with a living God. Jesus said, " But the hour cometh, and now is when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and truth: for such doth the Father seek to be his worshippers. God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship in spirit and truth." (Jn. 4: 23-24) The emphasis is "in spirit and truth" and to try to worship in some setting that does not adhere to "spirit and truth" is false worship.
     In contrast to one who set at naught Moses' law the writer says, " of how much sorer punishment, think ye, shall he be judged worthy, who hath trodden under foot the Son of God, and hath counted the blood of the covenant wherewith he was sanctified an unholy thing, and hath done despite unto the Spirit of grace? 

(Heb 10: 29)

     Rather than a discretionary matter along with other things we want to do, may we all come to see "worship together" as a blessing not to be forsaken.  
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Boot's Store

     Just outside the city of Bessemer, Ala. is a small community called Lee's Junction and just across the creek on the city limits side is a place known as "Bootses' Store". The ultimate convenience store, 

Boots was open 24/7 year round and had everything. Besides the usual groceries and produce he sold, you could get anything from a card of bobby pins to an aircraft drop tank any time of the day or night. 

     The only problem that confronted "Bootses" was that in the 1950's most cities had "Blue Laws" that prohibited businesses from opening on Sunday. These laws were in place out of respect for the peace and quite of Sunday and the mindset of most of rural America, that the "Lords Day" was a special day of worship. Nonetheless, in total disregard for the day or the law, Boots stayed open Sunday after Sunday. I ask him one day how he managed to do so and he said, "I just pay the fine, it is far less than what I loose if I am not open". 

     Fifty years later, Blue Laws have gone and times have changed and society has come to see Sunday as just another day of commerce. I suppose it is all right for Christians to take advantage of this in the proper way. What bothers me, though, is the mindset that can and has in many cases been developed from seeing Sunday as just another day.

     All that is Holy pertains to God and the things set-aside for God. Under the Law, Israel was to," remember the Sabbath and keep it Holy" (Ex. 20:8) and while we are not under the law of the Sabbath, we are obliged to set aside our worship as Holy to God. 

Jesus said, " But the hour cometh, and now is when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and truth: for such doth the Father seek to be his worshippers. 

(John 4:23) Spiritual worship is that where the heart is dedicated and offered to God. We are described by Peter as a "Holy Nation" a "people for God's own possession"     (I Peter 2: 9) and if our worship is to be Holy to God we must disconnect ourselves from the world and focus on Him

     There are many things that can disrupt the reverence of our worship and most have their roots in a failure to disconnect from the world when we come together. People milling around, late arrivals, some leaving before the service is concluded, but nothing is more disruptive than a chorus of the "Lone Ranger" theme or some other musical interlude wailing through the service from some cell phone saying "hello the world is calling". All of these things point to a mind set somewhere else.

     I am not against cell phones or the conveniences they provide. I realize that they are an intricate part of modern life. But, what can be so important, over and above the worship in which we are engaged, that we can not lose contact with the world for two or three hours once a week by turning them off? Are the things of the world more important than the things of God? I sure hope no one feel this way.

     Boots may have been willing to disregard the law and pay the price but the cost of disregard for reverence before God and for our worship to Him will, I am afraid, be a price none would be willing to pay.

JP

Being Separate for God

"Wherefore Come ye out from among them, and be ye separate, saith the Lord, and touch no unclean thing; and I will receive you, and I will be to you a Father, and ye shall be to me sons and daughters, saith the Lord Almighty". (II Cor. 6:17-18)

     God has always demanded, of those who would be his people, total commitment to Him. He said of Himself, I am a jealous God (Ex. 20: 5; Deut 6: 15) and I will have no other gods before me. (Ex. 20: 3) He demanded that the nation of Israel be separate and apart from the nations around them lest they turn to their idols and forsake Him. They were to be a nation for God's own possession.

      To the Corinthians Paul wrote, " Be not unequally yoked with unbelievers". (II Cor.6: 14)

He is not talking, as many suppose, about a marriage relation but the elements of the world that would draw them away from total commitment to the Lord. Look at the reasoning of the questions that follow. " what fellowship have righteousness and iniquity? or what communion hath light with darkness? what concord hath Christ with Belial? or what portion hath a believer with an unbeliever"?what agreement hath a temple of God with idols? (II Cor. 6: 16) The questions are 
rhetorical and the answer to all is "none". Paul goes on to say that "we are a temple of the Living God and upon that fact restates God's command to "come out from among them and be separate". 

     Many people believe that one religion is as good as another and we are all going to heaven our own way. But, that is certainly not what Jesus taught. He said, " I am the way, and the truth, and the life: no one cometh unto the Father, but by me". (John 14: 6) Nothing is more exclusive than that, it implies that one must follow His teachings completely. Those who teach and practice things that are in contrast to the commands of Jesus are unbelievers in every sense. Paul was so sure about this that he wrote  

" But though we, or an angel from heaven, should preach unto you any gospel other than that which we preached unto you, let him be anathema". (Gal 1:8)  

    Our worship must be unprofaned by the religious practices of others and our lives untouched by the world around us. We must not dabble in them or expose ourselves to them any more than Israel with the nations.

     We are sanctified (separated or set apart) by the blood of Christ (Heb. 13: 12) a costly price indeed. 

 We must, therefore, be separate for God or we will surely be separated from God.
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Contentment
(used 06/22/14)
"Not that I speak in respect of want: for I have learned, in whatsoever state I am, therein to be content.  I know how to be abased, and I know also how to abound: in everything and in all things have I learned the secret both to be filled and to be hungry, both to abound and to be in want." (Phil 4: 11-12)

    What would it take to make you truly content, happy with your status in life? Although we live in a country of great prosperity and a society that puts every thing at our disposal, many people struggle with that question. Sadly most never find the answer.  The world thinks in terms of wealth, power or success as the avenue to happiness when statistics prove that this is not the answer. The dream for happiness through sudden wealth is the fuel that drives so many to waste their funds week after week playing the lottery. From the occasional winner, is their testimony that, life became more miserable than they could have ever dreamed.

   While it is perfectly all right to enjoy the prosperity of our success, it cannot be the source of our contentment, if we are to have it. Jesus warned, “Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon the earth," (Matt. 6: 19) The one thing we should learn as Christians is that our dependence must be upon God and Him alone. Jesus addresses these matters in Matthew 6, "Be not therefore anxious, saying, What shall we eat? or, What shall we drink? or, Wherewithal shall we be clothed? For after all these things do the Gentiles seek; for your heavenly Father knoweth that ye have need of all these things." (Matt 6:31-32) and assures His hearers that they are important in God's sight and that He will take care of them.  It is not, however, just the assurance that God will meet our needs or even give us success beyond our needs. True contentment comes from a trust in God that says in whatever state we find ourselves God cares for us. Such a trust comes only from an intimate knowledge of God through His word. Paul's assurance led him to say; " I can do all things in him that strengtheneth me."(Phil 4: 13) He assures the Philippians that they could do it also. "And my God shall supply every need of yours according to his riches in glory in Christ Jesus."  (Phil 4:19)

     When we are faced with decisions between physical things and serving God can we trust God enough to make the right choice? If we are diligently seeking God we must. Open your bibles and consider the words of Jesus in (Matt. 6: 25-34)  

                                           JP

Notable Nobles

      The word noble from the Greek "eugenesteroi" literally means, more noble by birth; descending from more illustrious ancestors; and is almost always applied to royalty. Paul used this term in addressing Felix (Acts 24:3).  Although most of the world is no longer governed by monarchy, we are still fascinated by the persons of it and none more so than Great Britain. Although they are a democratic nation with a parliamentary government they still maintain a royal family. While the Queen may speak to Parliament from time to time she has no real say in government and yet there is much fan-fair about her comings and goings. Back in the 50's a friend of mine went with his parents to attend the coronation of Queen Elizabeth. In the early days of TV all of America watched the pomp and circumstances of her coronation and so it will be with her successor. 

    It is interesting that such nobility is of little interest to God. The Apostle Paul wrote, "For behold your calling, brethren, that not many wise after the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble, (are called): but God chose the foolish things of the world, that he might put to shame them that are wise; and God chose the weak things of the world, that he might put to shame the things that are strong;  (1 Cor. 1:26-27)

    On the other hand, we must be of royal lineage if we are to be God's children. Peter states that Christians are "living stones built into a spiritual house, a royal priesthood". (I Pet. 2: 5) Such "living beings" require special nourishment and if we are to be true nobles we must feed daily upon Him. Our noble state is maintained by the knowledge of His word. When Paul and Silas went to the Synagogue in Berea, it was said of these Jews, "Now these were more noble than those in Thessalonica, in that they received the word with all readiness of the mind, examining the Scriptures daily, whether these things were so". (Acts 17:11) The word noble here denotes a quality of heart and mind rather than birth status. They were noble in their feelings, more disposed to inquire into the truth of the gospel advanced by Paul and Silas. The Gospel was always maintained to be in accord with Jewish Scripture and they searched daily to see if these things were so. 

    If we are to be notable nobles in God's service there are some things we must learn from this passage. 

1.) The proof of true nobleness is a willingness to examine the proof of truth. Many worldly nobles spurn it as unworthy of serious thought. 

2.) The Scripture is," a lamp unto my feet, and light unto my path". 

(Ps 119:105) If we are to arrive at the Truth it must be the object of constant study. No one has reason to expect to grow in knowledge and grace if he does not peruse a portion of the Bible each day.

3.) The constant study of the Scripture is the best way to keep one's mind from sin and error. Anyone who does not think on it daily is subject to, "be carried about by every wind of doctrine" 

(Eph 4:14) of modern worldly religion.

    May we always be willing to, "study to show ourselves approved" (2 Tim. 2:15) that we lose not our noble place in God's family.

                                            JP

Just Desserts

Be not deceived; God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap. (Gal 6:7)

      For as many people that believe they can serve God on their terms, as it pleases them, there are as many, if not more who believe that God is just to good, to loving, to merciful to condemn anyone to eternal punishment.   But, is that a reasonable expectation of God? If God is so inclined, it surely makes null and void His commandments to everyone. We might as well ignore God all together. If we expect no punishment for wrongdoing, how can we expect reward for righteousness? 

       The Hebrew writer speaking of sinning willfully said there is no more sacrifice for sin, only judgment. He goes on to say, " It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God. (Heb 10:31) This statement most likely comes from the statement of David when in arrogance he defied God and disobeyed by numbering the people. (II Sam. 24; I Chron. 21) When he realized his sin, he knew that he would not go unpunished. Afraid to make the choice of punishment God offered, he threw himself upon the mercies of God and said, " I am in a great strait: let me fall, I pray, into the hand of Jehovah; for very great are his mercies: and let me not fall into the hand of man. (1 Chron21:13)

The result was the death of seventy thousand men. Does this sound like a God who will ignore sin?   

       On the other hand, the joyful hope of man is that as certain as God's vengeance is upon the ungodly (II Thess. 1: 7-8) so is His mercy upon the righteous. 

Although he suffered much for the cause of Christ, Paul's assurance was based upon this knowledge. He said, " henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, shall give to me at that day; and not to me only, but also to all them that have loved his appearing. (II Tim. 4: 7-8) 

      We too will receive our "just desserts", only let us so live before God that it will be the joy of heaven.

                                     JP

Winning the Crown

     On Friday night of this week the 29th Olympiad opened in Beijing, China with the great fanfare that only such an event can bring. The opening ceremony displayed more than 11,000 competitors from over 200 countries to compete in these games. It is estimated that more than 5 billion people will watch at least part of the games if not all and the cost of these events will approach $12 billion dollars. Begun in 1859, as a way to promote international peace the games have themselves been fraught with violence and canceled because of two world wars.

     The Olympics are a far cry from the games that began in 776 BC as a major religious festival 

honoring Zeus the chief Greek god. Consisting only of a chariot race, footrace, discus match, boxing and wrestling, the matches promoted the strictest adherence to the physical and mental training that would allow the athlete to finish the course and win the prize. To emerge the winner and receive the crown was to bring the highest honor to one’s self and his city. The first winner was “Koroibos of Elis” and it is said that he was perceived as a god (much like today). The Games gradually declined in importance as the Romans gained power in Greece. After Emperor Theodosius I proclaimed Christianity the religion of the Empire and banned pagan rites, the Olympic Games were outlawed as a pagan festival in 393 AD. 
     I don’t know if the Apostle Paul was a sports fan or if he ever saw the games but it is interesting that he along with the Hebrew writer used their likeness to emphasize the Christian’s race to an everlasting crown.  It was customary to train with weights so that when they were removed one would be swift. The Hebrew writer speaks of the weight of sin,  “lay aside every weight, and the sin which doth so easily beset us, and let us run with patience the race that is set before us,” (Heb 12:1). Paul says that only one receives the prize and we are to run so that we are the winner. He speaks of self-control, of running with certainty, fighting with purpose and pressing on to the finish; “Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one gets the prize? Run in such a way as to get the prize. Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training. They do it to get a crown that will not last; but we do it to get a crown that will last forever. Therefore I do not run like a man running aimlessly; I do not fight like a man beating the air. No, I buffet my body and make it my slave so that after I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified for the prize”.  (1 Cor 9:24-27) (NIV)

     Nothing is certain until the race is finished and we must be prepared to press on toward the incorruptible prize. Not that I have already obtained, or am already made perfect: but I press on, if so be that I may lay hold on that for which also I was laid hold on by Christ Jesus. Brethren, I could not myself yet to have laid hold: but one thing (I do), forgetting the things which are behind, and stretching forward to the things which are before. I press on toward the goal unto the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus. 
(Phil 3:12-14)

     Are you buffeting yourself daily that you may win the prize? It is much too important to miss.



Joe Phillips

Peace through Being

but like as he who called you is holy, be ye yourselves also holy in all manner of living; because it is written, Ye shall be holy; for I am holy. 

(1 Peter 1:15-16)

     Henry Miller wrote, "if there is to be any peace it will come from being not having.              

      Unfortunately, we live in a society that puts great emphasis on "having". Someone came up with the silly phrase that describes this as, "he who dies with the most toys wins". Nothing could be further from the truth. Still we are all effected by the desire for things. Often times, our own self-image is based on what we have. The level of our success is judged by the things that we have and how many of them there are. We are not satisfied with just having but having the right things, the right name brands, the right labels, and the right icons. We pay premium prices when a lesser-known label is as good or better. Sadly enough we seem to accumulate more and more as time goes by.

     Is this the way we are to be judged or better 

by God's standards? What have we gained from "things", spiritually, emotionally or mentally? 

The question is, if this is our focus, what are we becoming as God's children?  We are called by 

God to be Holy for He said, "be ye holy for I am holy" (Lev. 11: 44). That is being something. Holiness is about character. Not being sinless as God is sinless but having character like God. 

     When we become holy, as He is holy we will have become conformed to the image of His Son. (Rom. 8: 29) who is the image of the invisible God. (Col. 1: 15) Being conformed unto His death (Phil. 3: 10). It is for this reason Paul would say, "I press on toward the goal unto the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus". (Phil 3: 14)

     Brethren, the prize of the high calling of God is not in having but in being like Jesus Christ. Being conformed unto His death.

     And what is the result of being like Jesus? Peace! And the peace of God, which passeth all understanding, shall guard your hearts and your thoughts in Christ Jesus". (Phil 4: 7) This is something that no one will ever know from  "having" but "being" what God wants us to be will bring peace of mind, peace of soul and peace of heart.

     May we always have our focus on being and not on having.




JP


A Mindful God
reused 05/01/16
"What is man, that thou art mindful of him? And the son of man, that thou visitest him? For thou hast made him but little lower than God, and crownest him with glory and honor. Thou makest him to have dominion over the works of thy hands; Thou hast put all things under his feet": (Ps 8:4-6)

     Most scholars agree that although this passage is messianic it was not so in the mind of the Psalmist but of man, i.e. the "human race". It is the ageless question, "who am I" and why would a God so mighty, so vast and glorious, turn His thoughts to a mere member of His creation? Why would he give him dominion over the works of His hands? The Primus of the question has its root and answer in (Gen. 1: 26) The design of God was to make man in "Our Image", not equal to but slightly lower than God. This image, of necessary, carries with it a sinlessness which man failed to maintain and was thus separated from God. 

     In Hebrews One, the writer establishes the divinity of Jesus conclusively. (Heb. 1: 5&13) In chapter two he reveals the humanity of Jesus by the quotation from (Psalms 8: 4). He reveals His humanity in that, " we behold him who hath been made a little lower than the angels, (even) Jesus, because of the suffering of death crowned with glory and honor, that by the grace of God he should taste of death for every (man). (Heb 2: 9) This grace is the mindfulness of God to man made possible because Jesus was without sin. (see Phil. 2: 7-11)      The mindfulness of God toward man is that we are made in His image and that He is not willing that any should perish (II Pet 3: 9). For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son that whosoever believeth on him should not perish, but have eternal life. (Jn. 3: 16)

     We should, therefore, be mindful of God as we worship Him today. It will be reflected in, the spirit of our singing, the fervency of our prayers, the purposefulness of our giving, our focus upon His word and the reverence of our remembrance of Jesus' death. 

     Are you mindful of God? May each of us strive to be truly mindful of the salvation He has provided. 




JP 

Provoke one Another

and let us consider one another to provoke unto love 

and good works (Heb. 10:24)

     In the setting of the Spanish civil war, the movie version of Hemmingway's classic novel, "For Whom the Bells Toll", has Gary Cooper as an idealistic American sympathizer fighting with a Republican guerilla group behind enemy lines. As the movie unfolds, one of the guerilla fighters is suspected of betraying the others to the enemy. Although there is no proof and he denies it, some are convinced and on several occasions try to goad him into turning against them so they can eliminate the traitor. Each time he responds with the phrase, "I don't provoke", "I don't provoke". In other words, I am not going to be pushed into an act that will give you a chance to justify killing me.

     The Greek word is "pikraino", "to make bitter" and "paroxuno", "to rouse to anger" and it is in this sense that we usually think of its use. It is what Paul warns fathers against concerning children. (Eph. 6:4; Col. 3:21) Israel was often said to "provoke God to anger". (Heb. 3:15-16) Certainly we must be careful not to provoke others in this way.

     On the other hand there is a sense in which we are commanded to "provoke" one another. (Heb 10:24)  The word is "paroxusmus" and it denotes”stimulation for good". The writer uses it in direct connection to the assembly of worship (vs. 25) and it should give some insight to the need to assemble together. It is akin to stirring up someone's passion and zeal for doing the right thing in respect to God.

Paul wrote to young Timothy, reminded him of his faith that came from his mother and grandmother, in order to "stir up" the "gift of God" within him. (II Tim. 1:15)  We must stir up and develop the talents of each one to the good of all.

     Peter wrote to those who had escaped the lust of the world by becoming partakers in the "Divine Nature", to add to your faith, virtue, knowledge, self-control, patience, godliness, brotherly kindness and love. (II Pet. 1:4-7) He goes on to say, " And I think it right, as long as I am in this tabernacle, to stir you up by putting you in remembrance; 

(vs. 13) and the justification is, 

For if these things are yours and abound, they make you to be not idle nor unfruitful unto the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. (vs. 8). And we must stir up these virtues in each other.

     It is the job of each one of us to provoke others to love and good works. It is a part of the support that we offer each one as an identified group of believers and it is what makes us a family of God. Your word of caution, your word of encouragement your word of teaching may be just the thing that helps someone through a tough bout with Satan. Your act of kindness or helping hand may be the thing that stirs someone to greater zeal for the Lord. Of course, all things must be done and received in love.

     Are we provoking others to love and good works by our lives? May our, " light shine before men; that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven". (Matt 5:16)




JP

Religion by the Numbers

"We must work the works of him that sent me, while it is day: the night cometh, when no man can work." 

(John 9:4)

     Back in the early fifties some one came up with a craft project known as" painting by numbers". The kit contained a canvas with a detailed scene outline with numbers in each segment and a lot of little bottles of paint with numbers on the tops.  The idea was to match the paint numbers with the numbers on the canvas, and if you did so well enough the result was a reasonable facsimile of an oil painting. After doing a few of these, you would begin to feel pretty good about yourself as an artist. The only catch was that it took very little skill, no talent, no dedication to the finer points of painting and no commitment to achieve anything beyond that. 

      Unfortunately, many who call themselves God's children approach religion and worship as a "by the numbers thing". They see religion and worship as a number of things one must color in and when these are accomplished we have a reasonable facsimile of a Christian life. We begin to feel good about ourselves as children of God. But, like the "numbers artist", there is no real talent developed no skill at handling God's word, no dedication to the finer points and no real commitment to be all we can be in God's service.

       Religion and worship are not about us painting in the blank spaces, it's about God. While we receive benefits from our collective worship (God wants that for us), our focus must be on Him. Jesus said. 

"But the hour cometh, and now is when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and truth: for such doth the Father seek to be his worshippers. God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship in spirit and truth". (Jn. 4: 23-24) To worship God in spirit and truth is the real artistry of a Christian. 

    All of our efforts, be it, Sunday AM, Sunday PM, Wednesday PM, a special services or gospel meetings, are designed to conform our lives to "diligently seeking God". We need to use every opportunity to hone our skills in the art of seeking God.

      While speaking about separating the sheep and goats (Matt 7), an event that is going to happen, Jesus said, "And then will I profess unto them, I never knew you: depart from me, ye that work iniquity". (Matt 7:23) He was talking about people who thought their efforts were what He expected but they were in vain.

     As one cannot become a gifted artist without dedication to the art, so one cannot become the gifted child God wants without dedication to the cause of Christ. Paul said it best “Wherefore, my beloved brethren, be ye stedfast, unmoveable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, forasmuch as ye know that your labor is not vain in the Lord ". (1 Cor. 15:58) May we all put of our efforts into "abounding in the work of the Lord" as we strive to serve Him.




JP

ATTITUDE TOWARD GOD

Guard thy step when thou goest to the house of God; for to draw nigh to hear is better than to give the sacrifice of fools: for they know not that they do evil.  Be not rash with thy mouth, and let not thy heart be hasty to utter anything before God; for God is in heaven and thou upon earth: therefore let thy words be few.  For a dream cometh with a multitude of business, and a fool's voice with a multitude of words. (Eccl. 5:1-3)

     The NKJV says, "Walk prudently"  (cautiously) and others say, "Keep thy feet" but in any case the admonition of the preacher should give us some insight to the seriousness of approaching our God. Although, God certainly wants His children to approach him it must be done in reverence and respect. When we assemble as a local church we are "literally" coming into the presence of God and we must grasp the magnitude of His presence. Nothing is more important than our focus on Him. 

The warning is, to realize, what we are doing when we come into the presence of God. We should avoid unnecessary, trite and trivial words and actions that take our focus away from the reverence due our Lord. In the phrase, "be more ready to hear" the author is not speaking of coming to listen to the exposition of the law, rather he is cautioning against approaching the worship of God in the wrong way. The word "hear" has the sense of "obey". 

   When we do the things of worship as He prescribes, i.e., sing; pray; study; give and remember the death of our Savior, it is meant to glorify Him in the utmost way and we must treat it so. If done properly, we are edified and uplifted because we have honored Him, as He desires.

   The contrast is between those who come to God in obedience and those who as fools (wicked men) offer sacrifices that are an abomination to God. (Prov. 15: 8) 

   May God help us to approach Him with pure hearts, in reverence, that we may please Him. That all that we do, "be done in the Name of the Lord"(Col. 3: 17) "Decently and in order". (I Cor. 15: 40)



Joe Phillips

True Faith in God, Or “What If”? 
reworked & reused 11/13/2011
And without faith it is impossible to be well-pleasing (unto him); for he that cometh to God must believe that he is, and (that) he is a rewarder of them that seek after him. (Heb 11:6)

     In an effort to get some traffic news the other morning I had to endure the ranting of a local talk show host whose job it is to stir up callers by “stirring the pudding” as he puts it. The subject under discussion was the report of a scientific group who had claimed to overcome the problem of traveling faster than the speed of light by passing a bit of matter between two points that arrived before it left.  Naturally this lead to thoughts of time travel and all sorts of, “what if’s” began to pop up. Those associated with the show began to, “what if” this and “what if” that, until the host came up with the ultimate, what if someone went back a couple thousand years to Israel and came back and reported his findings? Although he did not say it in so many words, knowing this person’s stand on Christianity as the scripture teaches it, the implication was “reports that it was all a hoax”.  

If it could be substantiated that our faith was based upon a hoax it would be a devastating blow to our hope and we could only look forward to returning to the dust from which we came.  

But, would it make you happy if it could be substantiated that it was all indeed true?  Would you get some feeling of vindication for all the evil things said about Christianity? Or, have you ever stopped to think that if it could be substantiated, that it was indeed all true and not a hoax, it would be equally devastating to our hope of salvation? 

     Paul declares that “we walk by faith, not by sight” (II Cor. 5:7) and that which is known by sight is no longer faith. It is faith that is the assurance of hope and the conviction that the things we hope for are there (Heb. 11:1). The Hebrew writer goes on to say, “And without faith it is impossible to be well-pleasing (unto him); for he that cometh to God must believe that he is, and (that) he is a rewarder of them that seek after him” (Heb 11:6). I am convinced that God purposefully left out any visionary evidence to weed out those who are skeptical of Him and His plan of salvation. But, this in no way compromises the fact that God does not “wish that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9). For all who will come to Him in faith He has given all that we need and considering the word’s of Jesus to Thomas; “Because thou hast seen me, thou hast believed: blessed (are) they that have not seen, and (yet) have believed.” (John 20:29) I wouldn’t have it any other way
O for a faith that will not shrink, Tho’ pressed by every foe,

That will not tremble on the brink, Of any earthly woe.


Joe Phillips
Fellowship
Reused 03/30/3014
And they continued stedfastly in the apostles'

teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of bread

and the prayers.  (Acts 2:42)

     From the very beginning of the church, Christians are said to continue in fellowship with each other. It is in this fellowship, with each other, that we have fellowship with God and visa versa. From the Greek "koinos" (common) is "koinonas", communion, fellowship, sharing in common and all of these words properly reflect the idea. In (I Cor.10: 16) where Paul is speaking of the cup and bread it is translated "communion of the blood and body of Christ. This is not, however the full extent of fellowship. We are told that what the disciples were steadfast in was the breaking of bread and fellowship along with the Apostle's teaching and prayers. (Acts 2: 42) Studying God's word, together and coming to an understanding of it is very much a part of fellowship as is prayers.

     The fellowship of believers embraces, confession of sin one to another with prayer (James 5: 6), assembly with exhortation and stimulation to good works (Heb. 10: 24-25), partaking of the Lord's supper (I Cor. 11: 24-25), contributing to the needs of the saints (Rom. 15:25; I Cor. 16:1-2), bearing the infirmities of the weak (Rom. 15: 1-2) and bearing one another's burdens (Gal. 6:2). Love for and fellowship with disciples is necessary to and evidence of fellowship with God. (I John 4:12)  and no one can "know God", i.e. have fellowship with Him unless he has like purposes and feelings. 

     Fellowship, therefore, is the results of a common belief and conviction to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

It is not the results of some formal delectation but the sharing of a "like precious faith". Paul speaks of it as being of the "same mind". (I Cor. 1:10; Rom. 15:5) To the contrary he said, " Be not unequally yoked with unbelievers: for what fellowship have righteousness and iniquity or what communion hath light with darkness? 

(2 Cor. 4: 14) 

     Perhaps the most exclusive statement ever made was by Jesus when He said, "I am the way, and the truth, and the life: no one cometh unto the Father, but by me". (John 14:6) It is those who have chosen to come to God in the way Jesus specified that will have fellowship with Him. It may be politically incorrect and as always unpopular with the world but it comes down to the fact that there is a way that is right and all others are wrong. There may very well be a time coming when our faith will be tested by the stand we take in this belief. 

     The matter of fellowship with God and therefore each other is decisively given to us in I John. 

"that which we have seen and heard declare we unto you also, that ye also may have fellowship with us: yea, and our fellowship is with the Father, and with his Son Jesus Christ: If we say that we have fellowship with him and walk in the darkness, we lie, and do not the truth: but if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship one with another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanseth us from all sin. If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us". (1 John 1:3-10)

     May God help us to walk in the light of His word, that our fellowship may be complete.




JP  

Trying God
resused
"Harden not your hearts, as in the provocation, Like as in the day of the trial in the wilderness, Where your fathers tried (me) by proving (me,) and saw my works forty years."  (Hebrews 3: 8-9) 

   The words, to try, prove and tempt all come from the same Greek word "periazo" and denote an attempt to "put to the test" some thing. Thayer says of this word, "of God; by men, i.e. rebellion against God by which His powers and justice are as it were put to the proof and challenged to show themselves."

  Moses gave stern warning against this in (Deut. 6:16). This is the passage that Jesus quoted when tempted by Satan. (Matt. 4: 7)

  Because “God Is”, anything He commands or prohibits is right, in and of itself, because it comes from Him. For man to “try" God is of no small matter as was the case of Ananias and Sapphira when they are charged with "trying the Spirit of the Lord" (Acts 5: 9) 

     When we try to circumnavigate or ignore the laws of God, be it first principle obedience, divorce and remarriage, unauthorized institutions within the Church or just the moral issues of our lives, we are surely putting God to the test. We try to see if just maybe He will let it slip by. The answer is that He will not and the consequences are spiritually fatal.

On the other hand there is a sense in which God encourages us to "try" Him and we should all be eager to do so. 

By the time the old scriptures came to a close the Jews had degraded in their relations to God to a point that they would say, " Ye have said, It is vain to serve God; and what profit is it that we have kept his charge, and that we have walked mournfully before Jehovah of hosts? (Mal. 3: 14) 

So deep was their denial of sin, that when God ask them to return they would say, "Wherein shall we return? Will a man rob God? Wherein have we robbed thee?
(Mal 3: 7-8) They had robbed God in many ways but especially in tithes and offerings. Look at the challenge God puts before them. " Bring ye the whole tithe into the store-house, that there may be food in my house, and prove me now herewith, saith Jehovah of hosts, if I will not open you the windows of heaven, and pour you out a blessing, that there shall not be room enough (to receive it). (Mal. 3: 10) 

    This challenge awaits us today and it is about physical blessings. Although God has blessed us above all things in the giving of his Son, He will pour out physical blessings upon us when we serve Him as He desires. Hear the words of Jesus: "Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they toil not, neither do they spin: yet I say unto you, that even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these.  But if God doth so clothe the grass of the field, which to-day is, and to-morrow is cast into the oven, (shall he) not much more (clothe) you, O ye of little faith? Be not therefore anxious, saying What shall we eat? or, What shall we drink? or, Wherewithal shall we be clothed?. For after all these things do the Gentiles seek; for your heavenly Father knoweth that ye have need of all these things But seek ye first his kingdom, and his righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto you".  (Matt. 6: 28-33)

   Are you accepting God's challenge to "Prove Him", by your service?                           

JP

Upholding God

For whosoever shall be ashamed of me and of my

words, of him shall the Son of man be ashamed, 

(Luke 9:26)

    Dominating the news this past week was the story of the release (unharmed) of the CNN journalist and his cameraman by the Islamic extremist in Lebanon. As usual we were given every detail with interviews and it was good that they came away with their lives. The one thing, however, that intrigued me the most was that before they could be released they were forced, at gunpoint, to "convert to Islam". There was a video of them setting legs crossed, turbans on their head babbling about their conversion and pleading for all to do so especially President Bush. Of course, any right thinking person knows that there is no real conversion in something like this and most people would think it justifiable if that is what it takes to placate their captors and gain their release.

     But, what about you, what would you do if you were in the same situation? Would it be all right to go through a mock "conversion to Islam" and would you do so to save your life? One of the tragedies of early Christians is that so many lost their life at the hands of the Roman government, condemned to death because they would not denounce Christianity and proclaim Caesar as god. It is hard to imagine this happening in our modern society but be assured that Christians, true believers in Jesus Christ are as venerable as those in New Testament time.  It may not be to some terrorist group but it is surely so to the ways of the world and what has become politically correct in our society.                       


Paul wrote,  "Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? shall tribulation, or anguish, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? Even as it is written, For thy sake we are killed all the day long; We were accounted as sheep for the slaughter". (Rom 8:35-36)  To the church in Rome he said, " For I am not ashamed of the gospel: for it is the power of God unto salvation to every one that believeth; to the Jew first, and also to the Greek". (Rom 1:16) Would you be able to say that in the face of death? It may be hard to grasp a situation where we would say anything else but the time may come and I believe it is what God would expect of us.

     Paul gives us this great assurance, "For I am persuaded, that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord." (Rom 8:38-39) In other words the only thing that can separate us from the love of God is ourselves.

    Consider the words of the ageless hymn "Faith of Our Fathers". 

   "Faith of our fathers! Living still. In spite of dungeon, fire and sword; oh how our hearts beat high with joy when-e'er we hear that glorious word"

   "Our fathers, chained in prisons dark, were still in heart and conscience free; how sweet would be their children's fate if they, like them could die for Thee". 

   "Faith of our fathers; holy faith! We will be true to thee till death!"

    We don't sing that song much any more, maybe we should. And consider the words carefully when we do.
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An Act of Righteousness

Whether therefore ye eat, or drink, or whatsoever do all to the glory of God. 
(1 Cor. 10:31)

     The very nature of God and our Lord Jesus is to be mindful of those in need. Under the law of Moses, God provided by commanding, "And when ye reap the harvest of your land, thou shalt not wholly reap the corners of thy field, neither shalt thou gather the gleaning of thy harvest: thou shalt leave them for the poor, and for the soujourner: I am Jehovah your 
God". (Lev. 23:22) and during His ministry, Jesus spoke often of caring for those in need. Paul taught, 

"So then, as we have opportunity, let us work that which is good toward all men, and especially toward them that are of the household of the faith".

(Gal 6:10) While I believe that a Christian's first responsibility is to brethren, it is not limited to brethren nor those considered poor. 

     The recent events in the southern Gulf States have impacted people of all walks of life and no doubt Christians are involved. Many of us could be directly involved in their relief and surely we should be. What could be more to the glory of our Father than to aid our Brethren in need?

     There is a danger, however, of which we should all be aware. Namely, that our motives are right in God's sight and not man's. The media will, no doubt, notarize the efforts of the notable people and organizations, but the brunt of the response will be borne by the millions who will help or send help and no one will ever know who they are.

     Jesus gave stern warning about notoriety in acts of righteousness and said, in short, such is not acceptable to God. "Be careful not to do your 'acts of righteousness' before men, to be seen by them. If you do, you will have no reward from your Father in heaven. 

So when you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and on the streets, to be honored by men. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your giving may be in secret (Matt. 6: 1-4 NIV) This passage is not saying that it is wrong for others to know, about our righteousness, but if our motive is to make sure others know then the act, while beneficial to the recipient, is of no reward to us. Our efforts in these things are to be so private that Jesus said, "let not the left hand know what the right hand does". This is a proverbial expression signifying the discretion with which the action should be carried out. While God sees in secret, He will reward it openly.

     If the reward does not come in this life it will surely be in the life hereafter. But, there is an interesting verse in the proverbs that indicates to me that it is not just an eternal reward to be expected, it says, "He that hath pity upon the poor lendeth unto the LORD; and that which he hath given will he pay him again". (Prov. 19:17) Can you imagine being an agent to whom God is indebted?

      As we have opportunity, let us do good to all men in a way that is pleasing to our Father in heaven and to bring glory to Him. (Matt. 5: 16) 
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Who says what's Right or Wrong?   Reused 04/13/2014
In those days there was no king in Israel: every man 

did that which was right in his own eyes. (Judg. 17:6)

     As a civilized society, we have agreed to be governed by a set of laws and those laws are enacted for what seems the betterment of all people. When someone goes beyond the bounds of law, they are called into account for their actions and reprimanded accordingly. The problem with our view of right and wrong in modern society is that no one can agree upon an "absolute standard". We leave it up to judges to interpret the law and rule as they see it and they do not always agree. Some are lenient and others are hard and we have come to think that there is no absolute. 

     When people reject absolute standards, they are often inconsistent. When they think they are being treated unfairly, they appeal to a standard of justice that they expect everyone else to adhere to. 

     A philosophy professor began each new term by asking his class, "Do you believe it can be shown that there are absolute values like justice?" The free -thinking students all argued that all things are relative and no one law applies universally. Before the semester ended the professor devoted a class to a debate of the issue. At the end of the class he stated, "regardless of what you think, I want you to know that absolute values can be demonstrated and if you don't accept what I say I will fail you". One angry student stood up and said, "that's not fair!" "That proves my point" replied the professor, "You have appealed to a higher standard of fairness".

     Unfortunately, the same irrational thinking is applied to religious beliefs and of our relationship to God.  The fact that the world has the idea that men can believe what they wish about God and worship Him as they see fit, yet all are right, totally denies God's truth. 

     Whatever God says is truth (John 17:17) and that makes it absolute. It is about this expression of absolute truth that John wrote, " And this is the message which we have heard from him and announce unto you, that God is light, and in him is no darkness at all.". (1 John 1:5) When two disagree and appeal to a higher standard, it must be to God's word that they appeal and nothing else, (especially something from man) will do. It is God's word that makes us free from the law of sin and death. (John 8: 28)

     The answer, then, to the question "Who says what's Right and wrong?" is God. It is therefore God who will be our Judge by the righteousness of the Son. James wrote, " One (only) is the lawgiver and judge, (even) he who is able to save and to destroy"
(James 4:12) and "the judgment of God is according to truth" (Rom 2:2)

Jesus' instruction about making disciples was not only to baptize them in the name of the trinity but to         " teach them to observe all things I have commanded you" (Matt 28:20) and it is by this righteousness that we will pass or fail.

God has not left us in the dark

About what's wrong or right,

Through His works and in His word

His Spirit gives us light
(D. De Haan)

JP

God Has Control

"Verily I say unto you, Wheresoever this gospel shall be preached in the whole world, that also which this woman hath done shall be spoken of for a memorial of her". (Matt 26:13)
       We are a society that, during times of disaster, are drawn to the calamity that seems the most spectacular at the time. It is quite common for things that have been the focus of news to fade into nothingness when something bigger comes along. And, the bigger the issue and the more people involved the more you are likely to hear the question, "why would God…"? On the other hand someone will say, "thank God I am alive". One is intended to imply that there is no God or that He does not care, while the other recognizes that God is in control and that there are more important things with God than earthly calamities. 

      Jesus makes this so clear when he rebukes His disciples for their indignation toward the woman who poured the precious ointment over Him. (Matt 26: 10) Their concern for the poor was superficial and Jesus knew that. They could not see the importance of what He was about because of a concern about everyday matters. It is an example of "can't see the forest for the trees". But, look at the way Jesus impressed this upon them. He said, " For ye have the poor always with you; but me ye have not always". (Matt 26:11)

It is not that he did not care for the poor; His concern had been well established. The point, however, is that in the over all scheme of things the physical welfare of the poor or the rich don't account for much.

The most important event in the annals of time was in itself a tragedy but a necessary one. Mary punctuated it, "For in that she poured this ointment upon my body, she did it to prepare me for burial". (Matt 26:12)

It was so significant, that Jesus said, " Verily I say unto you, Wheresoever this gospel shall be preached in the whole world, that also which this woman hath done shall be spoken of for a memorial of her. (Matt 26:13)

     The plan of God is that Jesus lived and died in this world to save the souls of men. The real tragedy is that most people take no notice of this and turn their backs on God to embrace worldliness. 

      In the passing of time the events of Katrina will fade into history, but it is not so with the things of God for they are always fresh before us. It is still true that " all have sinned, and fall short of the glory of God"; (Rom. 3:23) that " Be not deceived; God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap". (Gal 6:7) and that " Wherefore also God highly exalted him, and gave unto him the name which is above every name; that in the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of (things) in heaven and (things) on earth and (things) under the earth, and that every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. (Phil 2:9-11)
     It takes faith to say "This is my Fathers world, O let me ne'er forget, that though the wrong seems oft so strong, God is the ruler yet" (Maltbie D. Babcock) 

     May we always reach for the higher things of God.
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Mining the Riches of God

"Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon the earth",

(Matt 6: 19)

     In the hills of Western North Carolina, there are veins of precious and semi-precious gemstones and many mining operations. They have learned, however that the real money in these mines is to open their flumes to the public and sell buckets of dirt. For an admission fee of $ 7.00 / 8.00 you get a couple of buckets of soil to wash in the flume, in hope of finding a ruby worth several hundred dollars and once in a while someone does. Aside from a couple hours of anticipation and fun, however, it is not worth investing anything more. 

     There are, nonetheless, people who invest their entire life and life savings in the pursuit of riches from speculative mining. On a recent trip I met such a man while a spectator at one of the mines. He gave me a book he had written on his exploits, entitled "The Ratters of Lighting Ridge". This man had invested large sums of money in a partnership with a man who had invested his entire adult life in a mine in the opal fields of New South Wales, Australia. Rusty, as the miner was known, had spent twenty years, alone, eking out a living. He was at last on to something and only needed money for machinery and supplies to get at the mother load. 

     The term "ratters" is the name used for the claim jumpers and thieves that sneak in and work a claim when the owner is away. In a two-day absence the ratters come to Rusty's claim and clear it of over two million dollars worth of gem quality opals leaving the mine and Rusty destroyed. 

      I could not help thinking of the contrast of such hope in earthly riches and the words of Jesus, " Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon the earth, where moth and rust consume, and where thieves break through and steal: but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust doth consume, and where thieves do not break through nor steal: (Matt 6:19-20). And on the other hand, when Peter declared that they had left all for Jesus, He gave the greatest investment advise known. " Verily I say unto you, There is no man that hath left house, or brethren, or sisters, or mother, or father, or children, or lands, for my sake, and for the gospel's sake, but he shall receive a hundredfold now in this time, houses, and brethren, and sisters, and mothers, and children, and lands, with persecutions; and in the world to come eternal life."

(Mark 10:29-30) It is a comfort to know that while we must give all to mine the riches of God, we are not left un-rewarded in the physical things of life. As Brother Dee Bowman would say, "count your many blessings, name them one by one; Air Condition". 

     It is not something that can be taken away nor are they "speculative hopes" but promises of God and we have them through a knowledge of Him. " whereby he hath granted unto us his precious and exceeding great promises; that through these ye may become partakers of the divine nature, having escaped from the corruption that is in the world by lust". (II Peter 1:3-4). 

     May we always cast our hopes upon the riches of God.

                                             JP

Mining the Scriptures

reused 07/13/14
"Sanctify them in the truth: thy word is truth". 

(John 17:17)

     During the publication life of Christianity Magazine, Brother Paul Earnhart wrote a monthly article entitled "Mining the Scriptures". Some have appeared as feature articles in this paper. As a diligent bible student, Bro. Earnhart takes a subject or passage of scripture and digs deeply to help his readers understand the truths of God's word. I thought about his efforts as I watched people sift dirt and rocks through a sieve box at a ruby mine.

    As I watched, several things became evident to me.

There is a lot of worthless material to wash away to get to the gravel and a lot of gravel to look through to find any gems. Most did not know what they were looking for and did not recognize it when they saw it. 

An "experienced staff" member would take a look and declare it "Leaverite" (a term for "leave it right here") and toss it in a pile behind the flume.

     For many people, searching for God's truth is quite similar. While God's word is true and pure, they sift through mounds of worthless material from men looking for some gem to fill their needs. Even reading truth from God's word, they see it as "Leaverite". 

(Acts 2:37-38) "Brethren, what shall we do?  And Peter (said) unto them, Repent ye, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ unto the remission of your sins"; I don't need that, "leaverite". 

(James 2:17) “Even so faith, if it have not works, is dead in itself"; That doesn't fit my thinking, "Leaverite".

(Eph 5:19) “speaking one to another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody with your heart to the Lord"; I need more than that, "Leaverite"! 

(Acts 20:7) "And upon the first day of the week, when we were gathered together to break bread"; that’s sure inconvenient, "Leaverite"!  And so it goes. The sad part is that they are helped in this by so called "experienced staff" in believing what they want to hear.

     The truth is my friend that God has given us Truth. Jesus, before he ascended, said to His Apostles " Go ye therefore, and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them into the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit: teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I commanded you:" (Matt 28:19-20)

These things we have in His word and nothing about it is "Leaverite" When Paul wrote to Timothy, "Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth". (2 Tim 2:15), his words carry on to us as we seek God's will. We must look at it un-obscured by any preconceived notions or precepts of men.

     Peter said, "seeing that his divine power hath granted unto us all things that pertain unto life and godliness, through the knowledge of him that called us by his own glory and virtue; whereby he hath granted unto us his precious and exceeding great promises; that through these ye may become partakers of the divine nature, (2 Peter 1:3-4)

      It alone is worth mining, lets all pursue it with zeal.
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Pure in Heart

 Blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God. 

(Matt 5:8)

     For as long as I can remember, the product "Ivory soap" has been advertised as ninety-nine & 44/100% pure and I suppose that’s close enough for soap. Because it is almost impossible to remove all foreign matter from consumer products, the governing bodies allow a small percentage of impurities. In the true sense of the word, however, no tolerances are allowed. The root of the words pure and clean is "eilikrines" and "castus" which are to be free from alloy or admix. It is the basis upon which Jesus would say to the church at Laodicea, " I counsel thee to buy of me gold refined by fire, that thou mayest become rich;" (Rev 3:18). In the smelting process it is the heat of fire that removes the dross from metal and makes it pure. When the Israelites used gold for the things of God, it was to be "pure gold". (Ex 5 & 6)

     Because God is pure, the psalmist would write 

" The words of Jehovah are pure words; as silver 

tried in a furnace on the earth, purified seven times. 

(Ps 12:6) "the commandment of Jehovah is pure, enlightening the eyes". (Ps 19:8) The pure nature of God allows no tolerance for the pureness of heart for those who would be his children. Even the smallest 

of sins left to fester in the heart will destroy the best intentions to serve God. A friend of mine sent me a story that explains this so well. It goes like this:

How does a worm get inside an apple? Perhaps you think the worm burrows in from the outside. But no,
the worm comes from the inside. But how does it get there? Simple! The insect lays an egg in the apple blossom. Some time later, the worm hatches in the heart of the apple and eats it's way out. 

     Sin like the worm, begins in the heart and works its way through a person's thoughts, words and actions. For this reason, David wrote, "create in me a clean heart, O God" (Ps. 51:10)

     God has made it possible for us to have a pure heart through the blood of Jesus. But if we are to have a pure heart we must, “lay aside every weight, and the sin which doth so easily beset us" (Heb 12:1)

     As it is with refining gold, we must refine our hearts. Confession, is the catalyst that binds sin and repentance is the fire that burns it away. When we do this, " we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous": 

(1 John 2:1) Take a songbook and read the words of  #542 "Purer in Heart, O God".

       Maybe we should sing it more often.
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Pure Hearts and the Kingdom

                                                                      Matt 19: 14  

Re-used 10/30/2011
     As most of you know, I have a love and fascination for small children. I am intrigued 

with their love of life, their grasp of instruction and how they employ what they learn, their reaction to correction and above all, their innocence in all of this. Pure in heart they are waiting, looking to parents, to be filled with truth.  What a sobering responsibility we have to guide them in truth. 

     When Jesus said " Suffer the little children to come unto me; forbid them not: for to such belongeth the kingdom of God". (Mark 10:14), it was of this innocence that he spoke. Furthermore 

it is to you and me (i.e. adults) that He is speaking. The Kingdom of God is made up of those who have the pure heart of a child. A heart that will turn toward the Father, willing to 

receive His instructions and please Him. It is so certain, that He goes on to say, " Whosoever 

shall not receive the kingdom of God as a little child, he shall in no wise enter therein".  (Mark 10:15) Jesus makes it very clear that this is the only way to see God. In His teaching of the beatitudes, He said, " Blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God". (Matt 5:8) 

Often times we do and say things that are not pleasing to God (that 

is what sin is about) but it is our reaction to the chastening of His word that displays the true nature of our heart. If we fail to repent of our sin, we are doing so from a rebellious heart and not one of the innocence of children. Can we expect God to be pleased with us?

       Little children want to please their parents and they learn to do this by the instruction we give them in love. So it must be with us, if we are to have son-ship with God. It is said of God, "For whom the Lord loveth he chasteneth", (Heb. 12:6) The word is "paideno" or "paideia" and is exclusive to training children by instruction 

and not punishment. When Paul admonishes, "And, ye fathers provoke not your children to wrath: but nurture them in the chastening and admonition of the Lord". (Eph. 6: 4), it is in the 

image of God, with His children, that these words are given. A pure heart allows one to say "not my will but Thy will be done".

     As we worship God today, 

may we all approach Him with the 

heart of a child, ready to hear His instructions and strive to please Him.
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Integrity   REUSED April 2013
Create in me a pure heart, O God,

(Ps 51:10) NIV

     Rules are the instruments by which we govern the way we act toward our fellowman and ourselves. We have rules that govern our actions as citizens and those who enforce those rules. Perhaps nowhere are rules seen and enforced any more than in sports. Football has reefers and judges, baseball has umpires to call safe or out, but without doubt the most demanding rules of sports belongs to the game of golf. Roberto de Vicenco lost the Masters because he signed an incorrect score card even though he had charged himself with one more stroke than he took. 

     It is not, however, the rules that are unique in golf but the fact that for the most part they are enforced by the players upon themselves. From time to time you will see a player call a foul on himself and suffer the penalty strokes that result.  When thousands of dollars and prestige are on the line that takes integrity. But that is what the game is about and we have come to expect that from professional golfers. So much so, that those watching on TV will call the network to report what they think is a violation, and some times they are right.

     It makes me wonder why so many people are so skeptical about doing exactly what God commands. Oftentimes excuses are made about understanding or knowing God's rules, but when golfers are unsure they consult the rulebook, or others who know. Christians would be well served to do the same.

     God has always expected integrity on the part of His servants. He recognized the integrity of Abimeleck (Gen. 20:6) and David (II Kings 9:4). It is one of the words (Tummin) on the breast plate of the high priest and it stood for "uprightness" and "truthfulness" between the people and God.

     The word "integrity" does not appear in the New Testament but its equivalent may be seen in "sincerity"

"truth" and "pure heart". When Jesus said, "Blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God"  (Matt 5:8)

He was speaking to those whose hearts were bent toward discipling themselves to following God's instructions. Indeed He set the benchmark for those who would "see God". Paul's instructions to young Timothy were, "But flee youthful lusts, and follow after righteousness, faith, love, peace, with them that call on the Lord out of a pure heart". (2 Tim 2:22) How well we would all fair, especially our young people, if we disciplined ourselves to these words.

     A pure heart (i.e. integrity) toward God will make us see the infractions in our life and accept the responsibility for our actions. That's what the game of life is all about. It’s the way the game is played. It motivates us to correct the things we do wrong and ultimately see God in Heaven. It is called "pressing on toward the goal unto the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus". 

(Phil 3:14)

     The reason golfers are so careful about the rules is because of the consequences of disobeying and ignorance is no excuse. They are students of the game and do nothing without serious consideration, for they will tell on themselves.

    The application should be obvious.




JP

A Gospel Meeting

For seeing that in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom knew not God, it was God's 
good pleasure through the foolishness of the 
preaching to save them that believe. (1 Cor 1:21)

     It all began about 7:30 AM on Saturday-- several men with push mowers cutting the grass on the lot, while others determined the best location for the tent. As the sun rose in the morning sky along with the temperature, it was a melee of men hefting huge tent poles while others drove steel pegs with sledge hammers to erect the large circus tent that would serve as a meeting place in the selected community where God’s word would be preached for the next 10 to 14 days. By about noon with sweat dripping from the noses of all, the sawdust was laid and the last of the folding chairs were in place ready for the meeting to begin. So it was once or twice a year as men endeavored to spread the gospel in the rural south.

     Such efforts were true Gospel meetings designed to reach the lost and many heard the truth that would not have done so otherwise. Members from the local congregation endured sweltering heat and mosquitoes (10 to 14 days) to show support for the effort put forth.  For, such was the zeal of brethren in the 40’s and 50’s when I was a young men growing up.

Times have sure changed over the years and such meetings are no longer appealing to most, if effective at all, in teaching the lost. But, does that eliminate the need for gospel meetings all together? Certainly not! They have only taken a different direction, namely, a concentrated effort to teach us as Christians to live more Godly lives.

     When we began planning this meeting and topics were discussed, there was a perceived need for teaching and encouragement in having the kinds of relationships God expects in our homes and families. This series was chosen to meet those needs and I am confident that they will be met. The question is what will be your zeal toward this effort? 

     There have been no lots to clear or tents to raise but there has been effort put forth. Brother Weliever has spent time and study on lessons, flyers have been printed and distributed and general readiness has been made. The building will be warm or cool as the weather dictates; there will be no sweltering heat or mosquitoes to endure, what could possibly keep us from this effort to learn more of God’s will? Could it be a lack of zeal for God?

     If it is the affairs of the home or the affairs of school or football or the affairs of work or what ever it may be, it could be a real sign of a need for some “Home Improvements”.

    I would encourage each one to come each night and hear our brother in these matters and as Paul said, “Give diligence to present thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, handling aright the word of truth. (2 Tim 2:15)
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Do's & Don'ts

"Thou shalt not"  (Ex. 20: 3-17)

  I am alarmed to say the least, when I hear Christians complaining about a set of rules i.e. Do's  & Don'ts 

that govern our actions as though this was an unscriptural thing. Be assured that lists of do's & don'ts are not foreign to God for He is the author of them. From the beginning of man, "don't eat of the fruit" (Gen. 2: 17) until today, "fathers provoke not your children" (Eph.6: 4) God has given laws to be followed by those who would seek him.

    The commandments were the basis of all of Israel's relations to God and their strictness is amplified as they are expounded upon in the books of law that followed. Be reminded that all but the fourth are repeated in some form in the law of Christ. While the fourth commandment dealt with the keeping of the Sabbath and we are not under that command in the Law of Christ, our assembling on the first day of the week is just as necessary and commanded. (Heb. 10: 25) If you think the commandments were restricting then, look at what Jesus said about one of them. "Ye have heard it said, Thou shalt not commit adultery: but I say to you that everyone that looks upon a woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart."  (Matt.5: 27-28)
     The "freedom for which Christ set us free" as Paul states in (Gal.5: 1) was not freedom from God's do's 

& don'ts but from a law of do's & don'ts that man could not adhere too so as to save his soul. The 

difference between the old law of do's & don'ts and the  do's & don'ts of the New Testament, is not that 

they don’t count. It is, rather, that when you fail to abide in them, there is forgiveness and reconciliation 

through the blood of Jesus Christ. The reason your parents, preacher, bible class teacher, elders or whom 

ever say, "don't dance", "don't dress immodestly" "don't act shamelessly" “don't expose yourself indecently" is

 not to restrict your life. It is because these things are lasciviousness and along with fornication, uncleanness, drunkenness, revellings and such like are works of the flesh. Paul said, "those who practice such things cannot inherit the Kingdom of God". (Gal.5: 19) 
     If we are negatively concerned about following the rules God has laid down to make us His own, how can we expect to be an elect race, royal priesthood, Holy nation, a people for God's own possession? (I Pet.2: 9) What else makes us different from those around us?

    The irony about do's & don'ts from God is that the do's are as restrictive as the don'ts and it is a dangerous thing when we start thinking in terms of not wanting to be restricted by God. When we take the position that God's word for us today should not be restrictive, can sin and apostasy be far from the door?
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100%
For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments: and his commandments are not grievous.  (1 John 5:3)
     In all the things written about the great coach Paul “Bear” Bryant and the era of Alabama Football under his rule, the one thing most attributed to his success was his ability to motivate young men in the arena of football. It is said that he above all others was able to take ordinary young men and make them think that they were extraordinary young men to the extent that they were able and willing to achieve the goals that he set for them and the records speak for themselves.

     He instilled into his players a thorough knowledge of the game. He taught them a hard work ethic that was almost unbearable, as many will attest, and an attitude that said you were never beaten as long as there was a second on the clock. He started the forth quarter mentality (i.e. the forth quarter belongs to us) and they believed it. He called it, “giving a 100% and sometimes when someone did something extraordinary, he referred to it as giving oneself for the game.

     Our goal should be to be as Christ like as we can. What would our success as a Christian be if we truly gave a 100% of our life? It is true of Jesus that He gave all to redeem us from sin. Paul said, “and walk in love, even as Christ also loved you, and gave himself up for us, an offering and a sacrifice to God for an odor of a sweet smell.” (Eph 5:2) Isn’t that exactly what God expects of us? But, what does it take to achieve  100%? Is it possible to achieve more than that? Certainly, we need knowledge of God’s word. We need a hard work ethic that drives us to do His will. And, we need an attitude toward God that says, no matter how tough the going is I will not give up my faith in Him. 

     Here is a little mathematical formula to ponder. If:

A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z  is represented by:

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26

Then:

K-N-O-W-L-E-D-G-E  is

11+14+15+23+12+5+4+7+5 + 96%

And

H-A-R-D-W-O-R-K  is

8+1+18+4+23+15+18+11 = 98% 

And

A-T-T-I-T-U-D-E  is

1+20+20+9+20+21+4+5 + 100%

But, look how far the love of God will take you!

L-O-V-E-O-F-G-O-D   is

12+15+22+5+15+6+7+15+4 = 101%

     It is the Love of God that will put you over the top. 

He that saith, I know him, and keepeth not his commandments, is a liar, and the truth is not in him;  but whoso keepeth his word, in him verily hath the love of God been perfected. (1 John 2:4-5)

 For I am persuaded, that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Rom 8:38-39
     Are you an over achiever for God?


Joe Phillips
Who Am I?

REUSED 05/26/2013
     Taking place at the dawn of the industrial revolution, World War I introduced a type of warfare that was unparalleled in history. With the advent and refinement of steel and smokeless gunpowder, armaments of war were brought to new heights.  As the battles insured high explosive shells were rained down continually upon troops on both sides. These bombardments were designed to break the will to fight of the men who were confined to trenches separated by only a few hundred yards known as "no man's land". After months of bombardment and battles that turned into years, many of the survivors suffered from shell shock and many of these developed a condition known as the "1000 yard stare". A hollow face with no emotion staring off at some distance place. So devastating was the conflict it was dubbed "the war to end all wars".

      After the war hundreds of French soldiers could not remember who they were and French military records were so faulty they were of no use. Unless they could be identified, these men were doomed to a destroyed life. Someone suggested an identification rally to be held in Paris and announced through out France. On the day of the rally thousands gathered and one by one the bewildered men mounted the platform and anxiously ask. "Please, can someone tell me who I am?" 

     The importance of personal identity can not be exaggerated, but far more important is our spiritual identity. Are we the products of a mindless process of evolution or God's creation made in His image with a purpose? When Peter warned us of our adversary the devil (I Pet 5:8), he is described as a roaring lion, seeking to destroy us. Satan is constantly bombarding our lives with the artillery of sin in the hope of destroying our will to fight, but fight we must. James said, "resist the devil and he will flee from you (Js 4:7). It is important to note that he prefaced resisting Satan with first being subject to God. When Satan tempted Jesus, His defense was to resist and His offence was to submit all things to God.  (Matt. 4:1-10) God has provided a way of escape for all temptation. (I Cor.10: 13) 

     With sin's constant assault we never really get away from the three basic questions of life, "who am I"?  

"why am I here"? and "where am I going"? Most people whose lives are razed by sin come to seek the answer to these questions. For those who have no knowledge of God there is no answer. It is only when one turns to God and recognizes that we are made in His image that we realize a purpose to life. I am here to "show forth the excellencies of Him who called me out of darkness into His marvelous light" (I Pet. 2:9) and when the battle is over I am going to be with Him. (II Tim. 4:7)

     We have a choice, to loose our identity to sin or be identified as a child of God. Solomon's answer to these questions was, " (This is) the end of the matter; all hath been heard: fear God, and keep his commandments; for this is the whole (duty) of man. For God will bring every work into judgment, with every hidden thing, whether it be good, or whether it be evil. (Eccl 12:13-14)

    Will God identify us as one who belongs to Him? I hope we all live to be so identified.




JP

Whited Sepulchres

     I remember, as a young boy, my father hiring someone to whitewash the trunks of several 

large trees in our front yard. A mixture of lime, water, salt and flour, whitewash has been used 

from earliest history as a cheap way to cover rough ugly surfaces of exterior buildings, fences, stables and the like. The purpose was to hide the truth about the object covered. Not being permanent, however, it would wash away over time and the true surface would reappear requiring another application of wash.

     With the advent of more permanent paints, whitewash is not used much today but the word 

has come to identify something akin to "verbal whitewash". It is words, other than the truth, 

used in an attempt to cover the truth and it is not unique to our time. (Read Acts 24: 1-3) 

      It is sad indeed, however, when men, especially Christians, use "verbal whitewash" to deal with the truth about sin. Jesus, in dealing with the Scribes and Pharisees, said, "Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye are like unto whited sepulchres, which outwardly appear beautiful, but inwardly are full of dead men's bones, and of all uncleanness". (Matt 23 :27) Brethren, we can not live under a coating of "verbal whitewash" and be pleasing to God. When we attempt to embellish the truth with words that are not completely true, it is hypocrisy and God will not accept it. Like physical whitewash, "verbal whitewash" is not permanent. It will wash away with time and the ugliness of sin will reappear requiring more wash.

   Jesus said, " But let your speech be, Yea, yea; Nay, nay: and whatsoever is more than these is of the evil (one)". (Matt 5:37) That is to say, face the truth and tell it, anything else is wrong. Sin does not correct itself with time. Letting things "cool off" or "smooth over" does not remove sin. We may forget about it with time but God does not. God has made it possible to correct the sin in our life and when we fail to do so, it leads to more sin. Sin must be faced with truth and repentance if we are to be forgiven.

     Though "verbal whitewash" may be the way of the world, we are to be transformed from such things. Paul admonishes, " And be not fashioned according to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, and ye may prove what is the good and acceptable and perfect will of God". (Rom. 12:2)

     May we all learn to face the truth about ourselves and strive to live lives of truth before our Lord.

JP

Doing Right 
Reused 08/11/2013
To him therefore that knoweth to do good, and doeth it not, to him it is sin. (James 4:17)

     Why should we not consider doing right just because it is right? Oscar Wilde once wrote, "When a man is old enough to do wrong he should be old enough to do right also". The essence of Mr. Wilde's statement is that doing wrong or doing right is a matter of choice and not a mindless happening. That is certainly a statement of bible truth.  When someone engages in sin with the idea that they have no choice otherwise, they fool themselves. 

     The propensity to sin is natural because it is the lust of the flesh, lust of the eye, and the pride of life that lure us into sin.  Paul knew all to well when he wrote," For I know that in me, that is, in my flesh, dwelleth no good thing: for to will is present with me, but to do that which is good (is) not. For the good which I would I do not: but the evil which I would not, that I practice. (Rom. 7:18-19) One of the ironies of doing wrong is that almost everyone old enough to know better, knows when they are doing something wrong. We may not admit it but we know. The solution then is to know how and when to say no to sin and do it.

     When man asks, what does God expect of me? He sent his Son into the world, born of woman, to be the perfect example. Although divine he was also human, in all points tempted like as (we are, yet) without sin.. (Heb. 4:15). The very fact that He could be tempted bespeaks His human nature and it was his human nature that turned from sin. But how did Jesus resist in all things? The answer lies in His will to please the Father and not himself. When He was tempted of Satan (and the temptations were great) each temptation was countered with an "it is written". His ability to resist temptation as a man was because of a knowledge of the Father's will and a desire to follow it.

     Whether we realize it or not we have that same ability if we will only take it. Paul gives this assurance, 

" There hath no temptation taken you but such as man can bear (1 Cor. 10:13). That escape, my friend, is in the knowledge of God and a desire to please Him. In a cry of despair Paul said, "Wretched man that I am! Who shall deliver me out of the body of this death?  I thank God (for the answer) through Jesus Christ our Lord. So then I of myself with the mind, indeed, serve the law of God; but with the flesh the law of sin". (Rom 7:24-25) This neither condones nor excuses sin but wakes us up to face the facts. Sin is in our life and we must resist it at all cost. 

     Let each of us strive to follow the example of Jesus to resist sin in our life, and call upon the mercy of the Father through repentance when we fail.




JP

"Christians"

 And it came to pass,……. that the disciples were called Christians first in Antioch.. (Acts 11:26)

     The other day I received a catalogue from a mail order store that sells religious material. Glancing through it I came upon a page of "Christian jewelry". There were fishes and crosses and hearts with the letters WWJD all fashioned into pendants, rings, pins etc. and touted as "Christian" fashion. I suppose it would be possible to baptize these things but how would you ever get them to believe, repent or confess the name of Jesus Christ? Makes you wonder if the Apostles wore "Christian jewelry" or just plain ordinary stuff.

     It should not be surprising, however, because the name Christian has come to mean any European or American who is not a Jew (Nelson's Bible Dict.) and anything religious associated with them as "Christian". The absurdity of such nonsense is obvious but more offensive is the fact that it makes trivial the name by which we are to be called. Jewelry, Christian or otherwise, has nothing to do with the grand design of God to make us a people for His own possession (I Pet. 2:9) and wearing the same is of no distinction. 

     In his book, "Piloting The Strait", a Guidebook to assessing change in Churches of Christ, (institutional jp) Dave Miller refers often to "our Christian colleges" or our "Christian publications", something opposed by faithful brethren 50 or 60 years ago. Closer to home I have heard and read faithful brethren refer to Florida College as a "small Christian college" in central Florida. Rest assured that is not the way FC identifies itself or wants to be identified by others. 

     There is a song in our book #186, "God Give us Christian Homes". While this song has some good sentiments in its words and the melody is pleasant, I believe it is contrary to and thus violates the scriptural use of the word Christian. 

     The word is used only three times in scripture (Acts 11:26; 26:28 and 

I Pet 4: 16) and concerns about its use may seem much ado. Consider, however Paul's words to the Corinthians as he spoke to them about fleeing sin, " ye are not your own;  for ye were bought with a price: (1 Cor 6:19-20) and that price was the blood of Jesus.

     In Acts 26 following Paul's defense, King Agrippa declares  "With but little persuasion thou wouldest fain make me a Christian". (Acts 26:28) I have come to realize that there is much more to Agrippa's word than a term for a sect. To most of the Jews and Gentiles of the time it was a word of derision but I believe Agrippa knew what it meant to be a Christian. As a Herodian Jew he knew the prophets. Paul's defense was " I stand unto this day, saying nothing but what the prophets and Moses did say should come; how that the Christ must suffer, (and) how that he first by the resurrection of the dead should proclaim light both to the people and to the Gentiles. He challenges Agrippa with “believest thou the prophets? I know that thou believest. (Acts 26:22-27) To Agrippa it was not a term or derision but the identity of those who were believers, from the heart, in Jesus the Christ. Are you a Christian?
     As we worship this morning let us take pride in the name that identifies us as children of God.
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The Promise Land

By faith Abraham, when he was called, obeyed to go out unto a place which he was to receive for an inheritance; and he went out, not knowing whither he went. (Heb. 11:8)

   In the Doctor's office the other day, I read an article in "Travel Magazine" promoting travel in Europe, despite the terrorist threats. The point of the article was that with a little precaution and care it is quite safe to travel in most of Europe. It was supported by the idea that to avoid travel in Europe would give the terrorist a sense of victory. On the other hand, however, there was stern warning about travel to countries like Israel, Jordan, and Egypt. The events of this week would certainly back up that warning. 

    The sad part of all this is that such unrest makes it too risky to go there. Although I would like to, I may never be able to make a trip to the "Holy Land" as it is called. To stand in the streets where Jesus stood (although most are buried under hundreds of feet of rubble), to walk the shores of Galilee or the streets of Capernaum where Jesus spent much of His time or to visit Bethlehem or Nazareth.   Those with whom I have talked who have been there speak of the "light it sheds on His Life" and the feeling of "awe" they had at seeing the things and places spoken of in the Bible.

    But you know something; we don't have to see these thinks to know that Jesus lived, that He healed the sick, made the blind to see or walked on the waters of Galilee. We have them vividly portrayed for us in the recorded word, and by faith they are as real as if we witnessed them first hand. When Thomas placed his hand into Jesus side he said, "My Lord and My God", but Jesus replied, " Because thou hast seen me, thou hast believed blessed (are) they that have not seen, and (yet) have believed. (John 20:29)

    The physical "promise land" holds little meaning for the true believer today for we seek "A land that is fairer than day and by faith we can see it afar. For the Savior waits over the way to prepare us a dwelling place there". Jesus spoke of it as a place, " where neither moth nor rust doth consume, and where thieves do not break through nor steal:" (Matt 6:20). Paul assures us that it is there “ For we know that if the earthly house of our tabernacle be dissolved, we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal, in the heavens". (2 Cor. 5:1) Revelations 21 and 22 describe this land in glowing detail and although figurative language, it gives us a mental picture of something mere words cannot describe. 

    Unlike Abraham, who by faith left not knowing, we by faith have a destination and a perfect plan for getting there. Not all can tour Israel, but "whosoever will" can make the journey to this "fairer land".

On Jordan's stormy banks I stand and cast a wishful eye, To Canaan's fair and happy land where my possessions lie.

O'er all those wide extended plains shines one eternal day, There God the Son forever reigns and scatters night away

Oh who will come and go with me?

I am bound for the promise land.

Are you doing all you can to reach that "Promised Land"?
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Four Expectations from Worship 

In his book, When God builds a Church, Bob Russell suggests there are four things we should legitimately expect from authentic worship. (1) A sense of God's Presence. (2) A Conviction of our Sinfulness. (3) A Joyful Reminder of God's Grace. (4) The Inspiration to Serve.

While there may be other expectations, one cannot disagree with these four. Surly, we should expect to feel the awesome presence of God when we sing, pray and hear His word proclaimed. He is in our midst, He has said that He would be. 

We should be made to feel our sinful state and to realize our hopeless condition without God's grace. "By grace we are saved" (Eph. 2: 8) When we eat the supper and commune with Christ we can feel the joy of reconciliation. 

It should serve to inspire us to serve God and each other in our effort to get to Heaven.

What perplexes me is 1.)  That we come to worship expecting to be in God's presence, made aware of our sinfulness, and reminded of God's grace, yet be so easily distracted by so many frivolous things. Why does a drink of water or a trip to the bathroom (exceptions excepted) become so necessary for adults and children alike? 2.) How can one, truly converted to the Lord, knowing that God is in our midst when we assemble, convince themselves that it is not important to attend every service possible. More so, convince themselves that it is ok not to come at all? 

Consider the Hebrew writer's admonition:  "and let us consider (one another) to provoke unto love and good works; not forsaking our own assembling together, as the custom of some is, but exhorting (one another); and so much the more, as ye see the day drawing nigh." (Heb. 10: 24-25) 
 Brethren you cannot do that at home.

                                                       JP

Where’s your Bible?

Blessed is the man that walketh not in the counsel of the wicked, nor standeth in the way of sinners, nor sitteth in the seat of scoffers:  But his delight is in the law of Jehovah; and on his law doth he meditate day and night.  (Ps 1:1-2)
    A friend of mine sent me an article, the other day that raised the question, “what would happen if we treated our bible like we treat our cell phone”? It offered several “What if’s” that should give us cause to ponder and I ask you to consider them.

What if we carried it every where we go?

What if we flipped through it several times a day?

What if we turned back to get it if we forgot it?

What if we used it to receive messages from the text?

What if we treated it like we couldn’t live without it?

What if we gave it to our kids as gifts?

What if we used it when we travel?

What if we used it in case of emergency?
And I have one to add only in reverse, What if we left it (our cell phone) at the building the way we leave our bible?

How long would we go without returning to retrieve it? 

     These questions are relevant because they express a growing trend to show greater priority to worldly things than to the word of God. A couple weeks ago when I was cleaning the building I found no less than nineteen (19) bibles lying on the pews and all of them had names proudly scrolled in them. I am sad to say that fifteen (15) of them were on the right front pews where our young people sit fiddling with their cell phones. I won’t call names, but you know who you are. The obvious question is how do you prepare your bible lesson for the next bible class when your bible is lying on or under the pew where you sat? Don’t say “I have another bible at home because the class material was lying there with it. 

     An alternate title for this article may be, “What if God had a cell phone”? Would His words be more meaningful or important to us? I sure hope not, that’s what faith is all about.

     Parents, how could this be? After all you are the first and last line of defense and God has placed the knowledge of Him to your children upon you. (Deut. 11:18-20) When did you last ask, “Have you done your bible lesson, let me see it? Or better yet sit down and study together so you know what they know?

     In an article in “Bible Matters”, 

9-25-07 Mike Johnson wrote, 

“People use the bible in many different ways. Sadly, some only use it as a place to record marriages, births, deaths and the like. However the bible is the word of God and should be looked upon with much respect and used for the purpose which God intended. It is important to note that the bible: is able to “save our souls” (Js. 1:21) is able to be our guide (Ps. 119:105) must be obeyed 

(Heb. 5:8-9) will judge us 

(John. 12:48). How do you regard the bible? Do you live by it? Do you learn from it? It is important to regard God’s word in the right way

(young and old alike) and use it for its intended purpose”. 

     The next time you leave home or the building, ask yourself, Where is my Bible? 



JP

Giving Thanks Always

Giving thanks always for all things in the name 

of our Lord Jesus Christ to God, even the Father; 

(Eph. 5:20)

     I like Thanksgiving as a holiday more than all the others. The gathering of family, all the good food, the time of the year, all go to make it a special time for me. In the coming week we will celebrate the official day set aside as Thanksgiving and the usual trapping will take place. Started nationally by a proclamation of George Washington in 1789, it was proclaimed by each president from Lincoln on until it was declared a national holiday by congress in 1941.

     It is sad but not surprising that it has come to be recognized only as the start of the Christmas shopping season and most people are looking forward to the bargains of "black Friday" (the day after). Although it has no religious significance its roots go back to recognition of God as the Supreme Being and His hand in the making of this nation. In his official proclamation Washington said the day was, "to be devoted by the people of these States to the service of that great and glorious Being who is the beneficent author of all the good that was, that is, and that will be; that we may then all unite in rendering unto Him our sincere and humble thanks for His care and protection of the people of this country". To say that this nation was not built upon an acknowledgement and trust in God is to deny the facts of history. The protected freedom and prosperity of this nation has allowed for the spread of the gospel of Christ more so than the days of Rome in the first century and we should be thankful for that. 



    To the Christian, however, thanksgiving is not reserved for one day of the year because God has given us far greater things than the physical blessings of this life. Consider for a moment some of the spiritual blessings without which we would be hopelessly lost.

1. The plan of salvation was in the mind of God before man was. (Eph. 4:1) It required the sacrifice of the only begotten but it was given freely.

2. The gospel, (the written word) that tells of God's power to save (Rom. 1:16) 3. The hope of salvation that we have in the death, burial and resurrection of Jesus and the assurance that we too will be raised with Him to a new life. (Rom 6:5)  Paul said, “strangers from the covenants of the promise, having no hope and without God in the world. But are now brought nigh by the blood of Christ. (Eph 2:12-13) We have comfort and hope through the scriptures. (Rom. 15:4) 4. The blessing of prayer that allows us to, "In nothing be anxious; but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God." (Phil 4:6) 5. The Church, the body of Christ which is the fullness of Him, (Eph. 2:23) the pillar and ground of the truth (I Tim 3:15) and the sum of those who diligently seek Him (Heb. 11:6)

     How much more we have to be thankful for not only on this recognized day of Thanksgiving but every day as we strive to make our way to Heaven to be with God.

     Are you diligently seeking God with a heart of thanksgiving?
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A Day of Thanksgiving

I will give thanks unto Jehovah with my whole heart; I will show forth all thy marvellous works. (Ps. 9:1)

     Next Thursday we as a nation will celebrate "Thanksgiving". Every school child knows the origin of this day when the Pilgrims after an arduous voyage landed at Plymouth Rock and observed a day of thanksgiving. In 1863, Lincoln proclaimed the last Thursday of November, a national day of thanksgiving and in 1941 congress sanctioned it as a legal holiday. Unfortunately, for the most part, it has become just that another legal holiday.

     To the saints of God, however, giving thanks to God is what we are all about. David said, "Sing unto the LORD, O ye saints of his, and give thanks at the remembrance of his holiness". (Ps 30:4)  The term "give thanks" occurs 135 times in Scripture and is always used as worship to God. Every aspect of our worship is an expression of thanksgiving to God and we meet on the " First Day" of the week in a special effort to honor Him for all His blessings.

      As we worship this morning, ask yourself, am I truly thankful:  

1. For God's revealed word? That He hath granted unto us all things that pertain unto life and godliness, through the knowledge of him (2 Peter 1:3) You must study it to know that.

2. That I can " speak one to another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody with your heart to the Lord; giving thanks always for all things in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ" (Eph. 5:19-20) and be encouraged? You must be present to do that.

3.  That I have an avenue of prayer and need to pray often? "Continue 

stedfastly in prayer, watching therein with thanksgiving" (II Cor. 4:2)  That I can make my needs known to God and He will hear? "In nothing be anxious; but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God". (Phil 4:6) You have to take time to pray if that’s true.

4.    That I can express my thanks by giving to Him as He commands? 

" Every man according as he purposeth in his heart, so let him give; not grudgingly, or of necessity: for God loveth a cheerful giver.

(2 Cor. 9:7) Do we give as He commands?

5.     That God has given a memorial to his Son whereby I proclaim His death? " For as often as ye eat this bread, and drink the cup, ye proclaim the Lord's death till he come". 

(1 Cor11:26) You must be here for it.

6.     For the victory I have in Jesus? "but thanks be to God, who giveth us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. (1 Cor 15:57)  or for the gift of His son? " Thanks be to God for his unspeakable gift". (2 Cor 9:15) You must obey Him for it to be so.

     It is good that we set aside a day to show thanks for all God has done for this nation. It is more important that we meet as His children to worship Him with thanksgiving for the blessings of salvation through His Son. How we join ourselves in these things speaks volumes about just how thankful we are.

     Why would anyone want to miss any part of it?
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SHINING FACES

And the children of Israel saw the face of Moses that the skin of Moses' face shone: and Moses put the veil upon his face again, until he went in to speak with him.
(Ex 34:35) ASV

When Moses came from the presence of God, at Mt. Sinai, his face shined brightly. Although Moses had not seen the face of God His very presence caused Moses' face to shine so brightly, that the people were afraid and could not look upon him. Moses, therefore, put a veil over his face to stand before the people.

In (II Cor. 3) Paul uses this imagery to contrast those, who at the word of God, place a veil over their hearts and hearing and those who through liberty in Christ Jesus seek God in truth. "But we all, with unveiled face beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are transformed into the same image from glory to glory, even as from the Lord the Spirit."           (2 Cor 3:18) ASV

Sooner or later our lives manifest our thoughts about God. Eventually our faces give us away. If our hearts are inclined toward God, as He really is, our faces (lives) will glow from his presence. Nothing is more important than our knowledge and understanding of God. As the character of our lives develop it is determined by our concept of God. We can know the truth about God for: " his divine power hath granted unto us all things that pertain unto life and godliness, through the knowledge of him that called us by his own glory and virtue";        (2 Peter 1:3) ASV

 "By the time we reach our ultimate goal, our faces well bear either, the glory of our soul's growth or the grimness of its decay." (author unknown)

Brethren let us seek God in truth at all cost and: "let your light shine before men; that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven." 
(Matt 5:16) ASV
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SOUR GRAPES

"So then each one of us shall give account of himself to God". (Rom. 14:12)

     It has always been a character flaw of man to blame his bad decisions on someone else. In nothing is this truer than with ones sins. It seems not to matter what the truth is or who knows it, it is always someone or something else at fault. Consider Adam when he said to God, "this woman you gave me". (Gen. 3:12) Such notions lead to the idea that we are born with tendencies to do wrong or live contrary to God's will without being able to avoid it. 

      I read an article the other day, by some one from a group known as "River Garden, Inc."  (a so called Christian Ministry help organization)  that took this idea to the limit. Based upon a statement of God in Exodus 20: 5, the writer attempted to show that sinful character traits are inherited from generation to generation. The writer goes on to say, "the DNA molecule is actually bent and twisted" (by sin).  We realize that such foolishness is a perversion of God's word and takes it out of context, a serious thing.

     It is true that when God gave the commandments to Israel, the statement of (Ez. 20: 5) had national implications toward keeping the law and preserving it among their children. Often times the prophets prayed for the sins of the nation. This idea for today, however, ignores the fact that God would later say 

" In those days they shall say no more, The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge. But every one shall die for his own iniquity: every man that eateth the sour grapes, his teeth shall be set on edge". (Jer. 31:29-30) and that "As I live, saith the Lord Jehovah, ye shall not have (occasion) any more to use this proverb in Israel. Behold, all souls are mine;…. the soul that sinneth, it shall die". (Ezek. 18:3-4)

     We are living in "those days" under a new covenant through Christ and I alone am responsible for my sins. Any attempt to blame my sinfulness on anyone or anything is a failure to repent and separates us from the God who made us. In Romans 14, Paul warns us about condemning each other in matters of judgment. Although there have been many questions about this difficult chapter, one thing is quite clear. "So then each one of us shall give account of himself to God". (vs. 12)

     The only solution for my sins is

" Godly sorrow worketh repentance unto salvation, (a repentance) which bringeth no regret": (2 Cor 7:10) It is a repentance that is made without conditions. God will accept nothing else.

     As we worship together this day, lets heed the words of the Hebrew writer, "Therefore let us also, seeing we are compassed about with so great a cloud of witnesses, lay aside every weight, and the sin which doth so easily beset us, and let us run with patience the race that is set before us, looking unto Jesus the author and perfecter of (our) faith. (Heb. 12:1-2)
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A Man from Outer Space

      Without doubt one of the greatest preoccupations of man is UFOs and aliens from outer space. Millions firmly believe that not only do they exist but that they have seen one. Most are convinced that the government knows about them and keeps all evidence secret in a place known as "area 51" in the desert of Arizona. Just this week there was a big to-do in the news about people in both the US and UK upset over UFOs and cloistered information about them. 

     We are fascinated by Sci-fi and the portrayal of weird beings with multiple heads and eyes and alien appearances and super natural powers. I suppose that for entertainment purposes (my wife is a Sci-fi fan) it is ok to be fascinated by this. But, we must remember that such things are only the figment of someone's imagination. I do not believe that there is life, as we know it on earth, (intelligent or otherwise) outside this universe. Not because of some scientific evidence or a lack of the same but because I believe in the God of creation and His plan for mankind. 

      There was, however, one alien who came to this earth and lived among men. He was alien because He was unlike anything we have ever known. John tells us that He was, in the beginning, was God and made all things (John 1:1-3) He took upon Himself the form of man like as we (John 1: 14) and He did so in a way never known before or since (Matt. 1: 20). He was given a name relevant to His purpose (Matt. 1:21). He came, not in tyranny but in peace, as a savant (Mk. 10: 45 NIV) loving, kind, caring for all with a purpose to save. He learned what it is to be tempted as we are yet without sin (Heb. 4:15). He had power beyond the imagination of man (Matt. 26: 53) and yet He chose to give himself to die upon a cross to save others. Even after death at our hands, He displayed His alien power by arising from the grave that we might have life.  Nothing was done in secret for He showed Himself, after death, in fleshly form to hundreds (I Cor.15: 6) and finally when His work was finished He returned to the place from whence He came (Lk. 24: 50-51). 

     If only man could channel the energy expended in the pursuit of aliens that do not exist, to learning of the one true alien who lived among us, not only would we live in peace but have a hope of peace with God in the life to come. 

     As we worship together this morning, I hope we will see Jesus not as an alien but as a brother who came to make us children of God. One day He is coming again to take home those who obey Him, to live forever. 

(I Thess. 4: 16-17)
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PEACE

reused 12/23/2012
Jehovah will give strength unto his people; Jehovah will bless his people with peace. (Ps 29:11)

     What does it mean to be at peace? The concept of peace among most people of the world is an absence of conflict among men and nations. Without question, peace among men and nations is a desirable thing and should be pursued. The purpose of our Lord (the spread of the gospel) is better served when people are at peace. On the other hand it is quite clear from the scripture that God has used the conflict of war, many times, to accomplish His purpose. This was certainly true throughout the history of Israel.

     Over the years, by the precepts of men, Christianity has become identified as a religion of peace among men. I believe that obedience, by all, to the commands of our Lord would bring peace among men. Jesus, however, said to the contrary, "Think not that I came to send peace on the earth: I came not to send peace, but a sword.  (Matt 10:34) 

     At this time of year the "Christian denominational world" puts great emphasis on the birth of Jesus. Most are upset at the threat of its identity being lost to political correctness. While we certainly do not recognize the traditional religious ideas related to the birth of Jesus, (the scripture gives no reference to a date) there is much importance to the birth of Jesus. The gospel writers described it in detail and the peace he brought to the world.  But, just what is the peace connected to the coming of the Savior?

     From the sin of Adam, man has been at enmity with God. Under a covenant of Law the Prince of Peace was promised. (Isa. 9:6) At the birth of John the Baptist, his father, speaking of his role as a prophet of the Most High to make ready His ways, said" To give knowledge of salvation unto his people In the remission of their sins, to shine upon them that sit in darkness and the shadow of death; To guide our feet into the way of peace". (Luke 1:77; 79) The proclamation of that peace was made at Jesus' birth by the multitude of the Heavenly Host, "Glory to God in the highest, And on earth peace among men in whom he is well pleased".

(Luke 2:14) The Hebrew word of peace "shalom" is rendered in the Septuagint "soteria" or salvation and it is a peace of salvation that Jesus brought into the world. Often in the Greek it is "reconcile" thus a peace of reconciliation to God that gives hope and comfort to those who obey Him.

(see Rom.5:10; IICor.5:18; Col.1:22)     

      In the Beatitudes, Jesus spoke of the peacemakers being called the children of God, a passage often misunderstood to mean peacemakers among men. What Jesus is saying though is those who make peace with God shall be called His children.

     As we worship Him this day and every day, we can do so in the comfort and joy of knowing, " the peace of God, which passeth all understanding, shall guard your hearts and your thoughts in Christ Jesus". (Phil 4:7) It would lead Paul to say, nothing " shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.".

(Rom 8:39)


     Are you at peace with God?
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PLANTING SEED

What then is Apollos? And what is Paul? Ministers through        whom ye believed; and each as the Lord gave to him. I planted, Apollos watered; but God gave the increase. So then neither is he that planteth anything, neither he that watereth; but God that giveth the increase.             (I Cor.3: 5-7)
We are by the very nature of our society, result oriented. We are judged in our job by the results of our individual performance. Athletes are judged and paid based on their individual stats the results of their performance. We impress upon our children the importance of their study habits and the grades that result from  them. We are programmed to expect results that we can see and take pride in them.

 This is OK in the secular world but in the Lords work there is a completely different mindset. In (I Cor. 3: 5-7) Paul emphasizes

 that though it may appear that the results of "souls saved" be to

 his credit nothing could be farther from the truth. Paul wants to make sure that no credit was given to him. He states clearly that neither the planter nor the one who waters is anything, only 

God, who gives the increase.

We all have a role to plant and water, but not all have the same ability along these lines. We must be careful therefore not to get caught up in what we may see as the ability of one over another

 to "save the lost" by counting numbers. Bro. Harold Comer, in

 his series on "church growth", goes to great length to point out 

that we may never know what small thing we did resulted in

 one coming to the Lord. An invitation, a pamphlet given, 

 making a contact at a fair booth, a kind word or deed done in

 the name of  the Lord (Col. 3: 5). All these things can and have resulted in someone, years later, turning to the Lord.

The point is that it is not our place to count results but to plant and water. While we are to be of the same mind striving for the same thing, it is not something we can accomplish leaning upon another. (I Cor. 3: 8) Therefore Brethren, let us plant and water with what we have, wherever we are. It is everything that God expects and He will give the increase.
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Pure in Heart

 Blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God. 

(Matt 5:8)

     For as long as I can remember, the product "Ivory soap" has been advertised as ninety-nine & 44/100% pure and I suppose that’s close enough for soap. Because it is almost impossible to remove all foreign matter from consumer products, the governing bodies allow a small percentage of impurities. In the true sense of the word, however, no tolerances are allowed. The root of the words pure and clean is "eilikrines" and "castus" which are to be free from alloy or admix. It is the basis upon which Jesus would say to the church at Laodicea, " I counsel thee to buy of me gold refined by fire, that thou mayest become rich;" (Rev 3:18). In the smelting process it is the heat of fire that removes the dross from metal and makes it pure. When the Israelites used gold for the things of God, it was to be "pure gold". (Ex 5 & 6)

     Because God is pure, the psalmist would write 

" The words of Jehovah are pure words; as silver tried in a furnace on the earth, purified seven times. 

(Ps 12:6) "the commandment of Jehovah is pure, enlightening the eyes". (Ps 19:8) The pure nature of God allows no tolerance for the pureness of heart for those who would be his children. Even the smallest of sins left to fester in the heart will destroy the best intentions to serve God. A friend of mine sent me a story that explains this so well. It goes like this:

How does a worm get inside an apple? Perhaps you think the worm burrows in from the outside. No, the

Worm comes from the inside. But how does it get there? Simple! The insect lays an egg in the apple blossom. Some time later, the worm hatches in the heart of the apple and eats it's way out. 

     Sin like the worm, begins in the heart and works its way through a person's thoughts, words and actions. For this reason, David wrote, "create in me a clean heart, O God" (Ps. 51:10)

     God has made it possible for us to have a pure heart through the blood of Jesus. But if we are to have a pure heart we must,  "lay aside every weight, and the sin which doth so easily beset us" (Heb 12:1)

     As it is with refining gold, we must refine our hearts. Confession, is the catalyst that binds sin and repentance is the fire that burns it away. When we do this, " we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous": 

(1 John 2:1) Take a songbook and read the words of  #542 "Purer in Heart, O God".

       Maybe we should sing it more often.
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BIGGER BARNS? 
On my resent trip to Iowa's Corn Belt I was astounded to see mountains of corn  (one was 120,000 bushels) piled on the ground around the farmhouse. I ask, a local, if that was normal and he said "no but there is no place else to put it. All the storage barns are full". Iowa had a record crop this year. (80 bushels per acre over normal)

I could not help but think of Jesus' parable of the rich man's land that produced plentifully. (Lk. 12: 16-20) The ground of a certain rich man brought forth plentifully: and he reasoned within himself, saying, What shall I do, because I have not where to bestow my fruits?  And he said this will I do: I will pull down my barns, and build greater; and there will I bestow all my grain and my goods.  And I will say to my soul, Soul, thou hast much goods laid up for many years; take thine ease, eat, drink, be merry.  But God said unto him, Thou foolish one, this night is thy soul required of thee; and the things, which thou hast prepared, whose shall they be? 
Iowa farmers needed some bigger barns (this year) but unlike the man of the parable, no one was setting back to take his ease. The fields were full of equipment preparing the land for next years planting, because this year's crop will soon be history.

As we look over the past year, none can say that he has not prospered at God's hand. The very country in which we live and the many opportunities we have are a great material blessing from God. We should be thankful and not rest boastfully in our accomplishments. The real lesson of this parable, however, is found in verse 15      (For a man's life consisteth not in abundance of the things which he possesseth) and verse 21(So is he that layeth up treasure for himself, and is not rich toward God). Nothing could be farther from the truth than the old pun "he who dies with the most toys wins".


God can require our life at any time in a moment's notice and then "whose will these things be".

  The true measure of life is "how rich we are toward God".

  As we account for this year, how rich have we been toward God in: Service; giving to His cause; teaching others; loving your spouse; raising your children in the Lord; attending to the needs of others; the conduct of your life.
  However plentifully or sparse our riches toward God have been for this year, it will soon be history. Are we preparing the fields for next years harvest?
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Trying God

"Harden not your hearts, as in the provocation, Like as in the day of the trial in the wilderness, Where your fathers tried (me) by proving (me,) and saw my works forty years."  (Hebrews 3: 8-9) 

   The words, to try, prove and tempt all come from the same Greek word "periazo" and denote an attempt to "put to the test" something. Thayer says of this word, "of God; by men, i.e. rebellion against God by which His powers and justice are as it were put to the proof and challenged to show themselves."

  Moses gave stern warning against this in (Deut. 6:16). This is the passage that Jesus quoted when tempted by Satan. (Matt. 4: 7)

  Because God is, anything He commands or prohibits is right, in and of itself, because it comes from Him. For man to “try" God is of no small matter as was the case of Ananias and Sapphira when they are charged with "trying the Spirit of the Lord" (Acts 5: 9) 

     When we try to circumnavigate or ignore the laws of God, be it first principle obedience, divorce and remarriage, unauthorized institutions within the Church or just the moral issues of our lives, we are surely putting God to the test. We try to see if just maybe He will let it slip by. The answer is that He will not and the consequences are spiritually fatal.

On the other hand there is a sense in which God encourages us to "try" Him and we should all be eager to do so. 

By the time the old scriptures came to a close the Jews had degraded in their relations to God to a point that they would say, " Ye have said, It is vain to serve God; and what profit is it that we have kept his charge, and that we have walked mournfully before Jehovah of hosts? (Mal. 3: 14)
  So deep was their denial of sin, that when God ask them to return they would say, "Wherein shall we return? Will a man rob God? Wherein have we robbed thee?
(Mal 3: 7-8) They had robbed God in many ways but especially in tithes and offerings. Look at the challenge God puts before them. " Bring ye the whole tithe into the store-house, that there may be food in my house, and prove me now herewith, saith Jehovah of hosts, if I will not open you the windows of heaven, and pour you out a blessing, that there shall not be room enough (to receive it). (Mal. 3: 10) 

    This challenge awaits us today and it is about physical blessings. Although God has blessed us above all things in the giving of his Son, He will pour out physical blessings upon us when we serve Him as He desires. Hear the words of Jesus: "Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they toil not, neither do they spin: yet I say unto you, that even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these.  But if God doth so clothe the grass of the field, which to-day is, and to-morrow is cast into the oven, (shall he) not much more (clothe) you, O ye of little faith? Be not therefore anxious, saying What shall we eat? or, What shall we drink? or, Wherewithal shall we be clothed?. For after all these things do the Gentiles seek; for your heavenly Father knoweth that ye have need of all these things But seek ye first his kingdom, and his righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto you".  (Matt. 6: 28-33)

   Are you accepting God's challenge to "Prove Him", by your service?                           
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SOMETHING HAS CHANGED

    In his book, “Index of Leading Cultural Indicators”, March 1993, ii William J. Bennett wrote in the introduction, “Over the years, teachers have been asked to identify the top problems in America’s public schools. In 1940 teachers identified talking out of turn, chewing gum, making noise, running in the halls, cutting in line, dress code infractions and littering.  When asked the same question in 1990, teachers identified drug abuse, alcohol abuse, pregnancy, suicide, rape, robbery and assault. 

     On the surface such a contrast in moral behavior seems shocking but when it evolves over 50 years it has a way of slipping up on us without too much notice. The break down of the home and moral teaching leads to sin and its consequences and one of the consequences is a failure to honor and worship God. When this happens it does not take long for sin to loose its identity. One can only wonder what the last 18 years have added to this problem.

     Something has changed, and unless we as a nation recognize that there is a problem and get back to what builds character we will continue to fall into moral decay.  In his article, “The Life Benefits of Regular Church Attendance”  Neil MacQueen raises the proposition, “What if I told you there is a well researched and statistically proven program that can; and  he list ten benefits for children that include, increased life expectancy, reduced risk from alcohol, tobacco and drugs, suicide, depression, committing a crime, rebelliousness, and binge drinking, improves their attitude in school, their odds of a happy life and provides them with a lifelong moral compass.”  Is there such a program? Yes, there is and it is supported by research from several major universities and research groups’ nation wide.  It is called “active church participation. 
     He goes on to say that “In study after study, children who actively engage in a faith community on a regular basis are rewarded with significantly reduced likelihood of problems and risk and significantly improved odds of a happier, healthier, longer life. These studies show the same results for adults as well. (So, it is not a drop them off at church and pick them up two hours later proposition. JP)  In a search for “what works” researchers keep turning up “active participation” in a “faith community” as the one consistent potent factor in raising up children in the way they should go.”

     As a child of God, does this surprise you?   You will get no argument from me that the responsibility of teaching children God’s ways lies directly with Godly parents at home. But, can anyone deny that active participation in the assembly of saints and bible study classes adds to and reinforces what they get at home? It gives them a place to practice doing what is pleasing to God and like it or not sometimes it is all they get.      God alone knows what is best for us.  Jesus asks, “If a son shall ask bread of any of you that is a father, will he give him a stone? Or if he asks a fish, will he for a fish give him a serpent”? (Luke 11:11)
Joe Phillips
Winning the Crown

     On Friday night of this week the 29th Olympiad opened in Beijing, China with the great fanfare that only such an event can bring. The opening ceremony displayed more than 11,000 competitors from over 200 countries to compete in these games. It is estimated that more than 5 billion people will watch at least part of the games if not all and the cost of these events will approach $12 billion dollars. Begun in 1859, as a way to promote international peace have themselves been fraught with violence and canceled because of two world wars.

     The Olympics are a far cry from the games that began in 776 BC as a major religious festival honoring Zeus the chief Greek god. Consisting only of a chariot race, footrace, discus match, boxing and wrestling the matches promoted the strictest adherence to the physical and mental training that would allow the athlete to finish the course and win the prize. To emerge the winner and receive the crown was to bring the highest honor to one’s self and his city. The first winner was, “Koroibos of Elis” and it is said that he was perceived as a god, (much like today). The Games gradually declined in importance as the Romans gained power in Greece. After Emperor Theodosius I proclaimed Christianity the religion of the Empire and banned pagan rites, the Olympic Games were outlawed as a pagan festival in 393 AD. 
I don’t know if the Apostle Paul was a sports fan or if he ever saw the games but he along with the Hebrew writer used their likeness to emphasize the Christian’s race to an everlasting crown.  It was customary to train with weights on one’s self so that when they took them off they would be swift. The Hebrew writer speaks of the weight of sin,  “lay aside every weight, and the sin which doth so easily beset us, and let us run with patience the race that is set before us,” (Heb 12:1). Paul says that only one receives the prize and we are to run so that we are the winner. He speaks of self-control, of running with certainty, fighting with purpose and pressing on to the finish; “Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one gets the prize? Run in such a way as to get the prize. Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training. They do it to get a crown that will not last; but we do it to get a crown that will last forever. Therefore I do not run like a man running aimlessly; I do not fight like a man beating the air. No, I buffet my body and make it my slave so that after I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified for the prize.  (1 Cor 9:24-27) (NIV)
Nothing is certain until the race is finished and we must be prepared to press on toward the incorruptible prize. Not that I have already obtained, or am already made perfect: but I press on, if so be that I may lay hold on that for which also I was laid hold on by Christ Jesus. Brethren, I could not myself yet to have laid hold: but one thing (I do), forgetting the things which are behind, and stretching forward to the things which are before. I press on toward the goal unto the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus. 
(Phil 3:12-14)
Are you buffeting yourself daily that you may win the prize? It is much too important to miss.

Joe Phillips
True Faith in God, Or “What If”?

     In an effort to get some traffic news the other morning I had to endure the ranting of a local talk show host whose job it is to stir up callers by “stirring the pudding” as he puts it. The subject under decision was the report of a scientific group who had claimed to overcome the problem of traveling faster than the speed of light by passing a bit of matter between two points that arrived before it left.  Naturally this lead to thoughts of time travel and all sorts of, “what if’s” began to pop up. Those associated with the show began to, “what if” this and “what if” that, until the host came up with the ultimate, what if someone went back a couple thousand years to Israel and came back and reported his findings? Although he did not say it in so many words, knowing this person’s stand on Christianity as the scripture teaches it, the implication was “reports that it was all a hoax”.  

     If it could be substantiated that our faith was based upon a hoax it would be a devastating blow to our hope and we could only look forward to returning to the dust from which we came.  But, would it make you happy if it could be substantiated that it was all indeed true? Would you get some feeling of vindication for all the evil things said about Christianity? Or, have you ever stop to think that if it could be substantiated, that it was indeed all true and not a hoax, it would be equally devastating to our hope of salvation? 

     Paul declares that “we walk by faith, not by sight” (II Cor. 5:7) and that which is known by sight is no longer faith. It is faith that is the assurance of hope and the conviction that the things we hope for are there (Heb. 11:1). The Hebrew writer goes on to say, “And without faith it is impossible to be well-pleasing (unto him); for he that cometh to God must believe that he is, and (that) he is a rewarder of them that seek after him” (Heb 11:6). I am convinced that God purposefully left out any visionary evidence to weed out those who are skeptical of Him and His plan of salvation. But, this in no way compromises the fact that God does not “wish that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance”(2 Peter 3:9). For all who will come to Him in faith He has given all that we need and considering the word’s of Jesus to Thomas; “Because thou hast seen me, thou hast believed: blessed (are) they that have not seen, and (yet) have believed.” (John 20:29) I wouldn’t have it any other way!

O for a faith that will not shrink, Tho’ pressed by every foe, 

That will not tremble on the brink, Of any earthly woe.
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