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Protection from Death
September 6, 2020

Exodus 12:1-14

We find one of the most comforting promises in Scripture in Psalm
91:14 where God vows, “Those who love me, I will deliver; I will protect
those who know my name.” The Bible presents numerous examples
in which God fulfills this promise. When God sent a flood to punish
humanity for its sins, God protected Noah and his family from death by
way of the ark (Gen 6:11–8:20). When Joseph’s brothers tossed him into
a pit to die, God protected Joseph from death by leading his brothers
to sell him into slavery instead (Gen 37:12-28). When King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon threw Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego into the
burning furnace, God protected them from death by putting a shield
around them (Dan 19:3-26). When King Darius placed Daniel in the
lions’ den, God protected him from death by shutting the mouths of
the lions (Dan 6:14-22). Throughout history, God protects God’s people
by “guarding the paths of justice and preserving the way of his faithful
ones” (Prov 2:8).
Perhaps the most consequential example of God’s protection plays
out in the story of the exodus from Egypt, memorialized among the
Jewish people in the annual feast of Passover. We will explore this
unparalleled deliverance in today’s lesson.

THE SITUATION

GOD’S SAVING ACTIONS

Exodus 12:1

The opening verse of our text, “The LORD said to Moses and Aaron in
the land of Egypt…” (12:1), raises the question: what are the Hebrew
people doing in Egypt? Their pathway to Egypt began with a conflict
between the sons of Jacob—the sons produced by Leah on one side of
the argument and a son produced by Rachel, named Joseph, on the
other side. The hatred of Leah’s sons toward Joseph prompts them to
sell him as a slave to a traveling group of Midianites (Gen 37:12-24).
Joseph ends up in Egypt, where he rises from his position as a slave
to eventually preside over Egypt as the pharaoh’s chief assistant
(Gen 41:37-45). When the brothers come to Egypt for supplies during
a famine in their territory, Joseph confronts them, forgives them after
a period of testing, and eventually embraces them (Gen 42–45). He
then brings Jacob and the rest of their family to Egypt where Joseph can
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provide for them, apparently bringing the family drama of hatred and
betrayal to a happy ending for Jacob’s family (Gen 46).
By the time covered in our text, the status of the Hebrews has
dramatically changed. The Bible explains that “a new king arose over
Egypt, who did not know Joseph” (Ex 1:8). Instead of a privileged position in which they received the favor of Pharaoh because of Joseph’s
important position, the Hebrews now find themselves at the mercy of
a new pharaoh who sees them not as a part of the favored class, but
rather as a threat to the well-being of Egypt and eventually as a source
of labor to carry out his wide-ranging plans. Consequently, the biblical
writer explains, “The Egyptians became ruthless in imposing tasks on
the Israelites, and made their lives bitter with hard service in mortar
and brick and in every kind of field labor” (Ex 1:13-14).
For many years, the Hebrew people suffer in humiliation and
disfavor. Eventually, they cry out to God to deliver them from their
misery (Ex 2:23). In response to their pleas, God selects Moses to deliver
them. After preparing Moses for the task, God sends him back to Egypt
to demand that Pharaoh release the Hebrew people and allow them to
leave Egypt and settle in the land God has prepared for them in Canaan.
When Pharaoh rejects Moses’ request, God sends numerous plagues on
the Egyptian people (Ex 7:14–10:29). Before sending a tenth plague on
Egypt, God instructs Moses to prepare the people, for this last plague—
when the death angel passes over Egypt and takes the firstborn of the
Egyptians—will finally convince Pharaoh to release the Hebrews from
their bondage.

THE INSTRUCTIONS
Exodus 12:2-10

GOD’S SAVING ACTIONS

To commemorate this deliverance from Egypt, God instructs Moses
to organize a celebration among the people that will, from this point
on, become an annual reminder of God’s protection. We know it as the
Passover. “This month” (12:2) is known as Abib, which encompasses
part of our March and part of our April. God tells Moses that this
month “shall be the first month of the year for you” (12:2). The word
“first” can mean first in time, thus establishing a new religious calendar
beginning with the month of Abib, or it can mean first in importance,
designating the deliverance celebrated in this month as the signal event
in Hebrew history.
Moses gives instructions on preparing the Passover meal. The head
of the household will “take a lamb” on the tenth day of the month of
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Abib (12:3). Notice the practical purpose for this Passover lamb. The
lamb will provide meat for the family to eat (12:3-4). If one family is not
large enough to consume the meat from the lamb, they will join with
other families.
Because the Passover lamb will not only provide meat for the
family but also be a sacrifice to God, it must meet certain qualifications.
The lamb must be male, one year old, and “without blemish” (12:5).
They will sacrifice the lamb on the fourteenth day of the month (12:6).
After slaughtering the lamb, the head of the family will spread some of
the blood on the sides and tops of the doorframe of the home (12:7).
Only later does the biblical writer explain that when the death angel
passes through to strike down the Egyptians, this angel will pass over
every house that has blood on the lintel and on the two doorposts
(Ex 12:22-23).
According to our text, the family will eat “unleavened bread” with
the slaughtered lamb (12:8). Why unleavened bread? We find an answer
in Deuteronomy 16:3 where the biblical writer refers to the unleavened
bread as “the bread of affliction” and asserts that it will remind the
Hebrews of “the day of your departure from the land of Egypt” when
they did not have enough time to leaven their bread before making their
escape. The family will also eat bitter herbs with the slaughtered lamb
(12:8). The writer does not identify the purpose for including bitter
herbs in the Passover meal, but it seems to reflect the words in Exodus
1:13-14 about the bitter experience their ancestors endured in Egypt.
Moses also offers special instructions to guide the preparation of
the lamb. No member of the family can eat any of the lamb “raw,” a
prohibition that will save the members of the family from dishonoring
the life force contained in the blood (12:9; see also Deut 12:23). Moses
also explains how to cook the lamb. The head of the family will roast
the lamb instead of boiling it (12:9). The prohibition against boiling
the animal in water probably originates in the demand that the animal
be prepared and served whole—with the head, legs, and inner parts
intact. To boil the animal will require cutting it into pieces, for the
Hebrews do not have utensils large enough to boil the animal whole.
Further, boiling will cause the animal’s skin to separate from the body
and the body to disintegrate, again making it impossible to present the
animal whole.
A final prohibition instructs the Hebrews to destroy any part of the
meal that remains when the morning dawns (12:10). This prohibition
probably highlights the sacred nature of the lamb being offered to God
in this sacrifice. Just as the Passover animal needs to be without defect

Protection from Death

7

so that God will not be dishonored, so nothing of the sacrificed lamb
needs to remain long enough to spoil, which will also dishonor God.

THE DELIVERANCE
Exodus 12:11-14

CONCLUSION
What lessons can we learn from the experience in our text? The story
in our text reminds us, first, of the protection of God. Sometimes God
protects us from the dangers that threaten us. We see this in our text.
God protects the Hebrews from threats of Pharaoh and eventually from
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Moses does not want the people to participate in a special meal just to
celebrate their deliverance. He wants them to participate in the deliverance itself. Consequently, as they eat the Passover meal, he wants them
to prepare for a hurried departure (12:11). Moses orders the people to
have “your loins girded” and to have “your sandals on your feet.” This
image reflects a preparation for flight. As soon as Pharaoh relents and
God issues the command for the Hebrews to leave Egypt, Moses wants
them to be ready.
Through the entire process, Moses makes it clear that God is in
charge and that both God’s presence and protection will overshadow
the Hebrews on this defining night in their history. What will be for
the Egyptians a night of unforgettable horror will be for the Hebrews
a night of extraordinary protection. The death angel will move across
Egypt, and God’s judgment will fall on the land. The firstborn of every
family, human and animal, will fall to the sword of God’s judgment
(12:12). Yet God will protect the Hebrews from this devastation because
they have smeared the blood of the sacrificed lamb on the tops and
sides of the doorframes (12:13). The death angel will pass over every
house that has the blood smeared on the doorframe; not one Hebrew
life will be taken nor will one ounce of Hebrew blood be shed. God’s
hand will protect the covenant people. They have done what God asked
them to do. Now God will do what God promised to do.
The Passover meal commemorates the most dramatic moment in
Israel’s history: the night God passed over them when meting out the
judgment to the Egyptians (12:14). This fatal blow finally convinces
Pharaoh to let God’s people go, allowing the Hebrew people to leave
Egypt and march into history as they embrace the promise God gave
them. The Passover meal will remind them and their descendants of
God’s protection of God’s people.
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the pursuit of Pharaoh’s henchmen who try to recapture them after
they have left. On other occasions, God protects us from the dangers
that threaten us. David demonstrates this second idea in his timeless
words in the twenty-third psalm. David declares, “Even though I walk
through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are with me; your rod
and your staff—they comfort me” (Ps 23:4). In either case, God protects
us according to God’s purpose.
The story also affirms the provision of God. God does not leave
the Hebrews hanging, without any idea of what is to come or how to
prepare for it. Instead, through God’s spokesman Moses, God lays out
specific instructions on what God expects them to do as they prepare
for God’s deliverance and then later as they remember it.
Finally, the story underscores the purpose of God. We see God’s
purpose for Moses as Moses fulfills his calling to deliver God’s people
from Egypt. We also see God’s purpose for the Hebrew people as
God brings them out of Egypt and eventually establishes them in the
promised land so God can use them as the instruments that will move
forward God’s redemptive purpose for humankind. Jeremiah captured
this truth in these words: “For in the day that I brought your ancestors
out of the land of Egypt, I did not speak to them or command them
concerning burnt offerings and sacrifices. But this command I gave
them, ‘Obey
my voice, and I will be your God, and you shall be my people; and walk
only in the way that I command you, so that it may be well with you’”
( Jer 7:22-23).
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Deliverance from Bondage
September 13, 2020

Exodus 14:19-31

THE DELIVERANCE OF ISRAEL
Exodus 14:19-22

God’s promise to deliver the Hebrews, which we find summarized in
the verses immediately preceding our text, involves two dimensions. On
one hand, God promises to deliver the Hebrews and to use Moses and
his staff to facilitate this deliverance (Ex 14:16). On the other hand, God

GOD’S SAVING ACTIONS

When we left the story at the end of last week’s lesson, a mood of
celebration permeated the gatherings of the Hebrews as they waited
for the order to leave Egypt and head for their promised land. When
the angel of death took the lives of the firstborn of Egypt, sparing the
homes of the Hebrew people who smeared blood on their doorposts,
Pharaoh finally relented. He told Moses: “Take your flocks and your
herds, as you said, and be gone” (Ex 12:32). The Hebrews quickly
moved from Ramses to Succoth (Ex 12:33-42), where they celebrated
the Passover (Ex 12:43-50) and participated in the Festival of Unleavened Bread (Ex 13:3-10). Protected by the pillar of cloud and the pillar
of fire (Ex 13:17-22), the Hebrews gathered at the edge of the Red Sea,
awaiting further instruction. Smiles covered their faces because they
saw a bright and brilliant future ahead.
But as we approach our lesson text, everything changes, and reality
shatters their dream of a better future. What brings about the change?
The Hebrew people notice clouds of dust on the horizon as they look
back toward Egypt, and they immediately realize Pharaoh has sent his
army and chariots to return them to their bondage. The Hebrews held
their collective breaths when they left Goshen under the leadership of
Moses with the promise that Pharaoh willingly let them leave. Now,
with the realization that Pharaoh apparently changed his mind or that
Moses deceived them about the Egyptian leader’s true intentions, they
let out their breath in a moan of despair. Earlier they were “going out
boldly” (Ex 14:8). Now they are paralyzed by terror (Ex 14:10), their
hopes dashed on the rocks of reality. The Hebrews seem to be trapped.
How can they escape the wrath of Pharaoh? At this point, God steps in
to deliver God’s people.

GOD’S SAVING ACTIONS
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promises to destroy the Egyptian armies, declaring that God will receive
glory through their destruction (Ex 14:17-18). Both promises seem
absurd from a human perspective. Yet God assures Moses that these
things will happen. The Hebrews will escape from their dilemma and
the Egyptians will be destroyed. Our text for this lesson describes God’s
fulfillment of those two promises. Let us consider first the deliverance
of Israel.
Organizing the Hebrew people to obey God’s order to move forward
through the Red Sea will take some time. God therefore shields the
Hebrews from the Egyptian army by the movement of the “pillar of
cloud.” The biblical writer tells us that “the angel of God” in “the pillar
of cloud,” which was in front of the Hebrews to guide them, now moves
behind them to guard them, positioned between the Hebrews and the
approaching Egyptians (14:19). Notice that the biblical writer seems to
use “the angel of God” and “the LORD” (Ex 13:21) interchangeably. The
“pillar of cloud” filled with a divine presence halts the movement of the
Egyptians and conceals the activities of the Hebrews on the other side
of the cloud (14:20). The “pillar of cloud” that protects the Hebrews
reignites their hope and motivates them to prepare for their eventual
movement forward.
With the Egyptians temporarily halted by the cloud, and with their
activities concealed from the Egyptians, Moses orders the Hebrew
people to break camp and to move forward. The people probably
hesitate when they hear this order, because marching forward will
take them right into the sea. Moses removes their perplexity as he
carries out the command God has given him. He faces the sea with
his arms outstretched and with the staff pointing toward the body of
water (14:21). The Hebrews watch as a strong wind begins to make
an opening. As the night hours pass, the Hebrews watch the miracle
unfolding before their eyes. The wind blows with such force that it not
only separates the water, forming a column on both the right and the
left, but also dries out the waterbed to provide a dry pathway for the
Hebrews (14:21). Without needing to be prompted further, the Hebrews
push forward. Although the biblical writer does not specifically say
so, the pillar of fire apparently moves at this point from behind the
Hebrews to once more take up its position in front of them, guiding
them away from the Egyptians and their chariots (14:22).
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THE DESTRUCTION OF ISRAEL’S ENEMIES
Exodus 14:23-28

GOD’S SAVING ACTIONS

Now that the pillar of fire has moved from its position between the
Hebrews and the Egyptians, the Egyptians recognize that the Hebrews
are trying to escape. The Hebrews flee across what seems to be a dry
pathway between two walls of water pushed to either side. The Egyptians with their chariots immediately pursue the Hebrews (14:23). “The
morning watch” came at about 4 o’clock in the morning, so their vision
is limited (14:24). Yet, if the thousands of escaping Hebrew slaves can
cross over on the dry land between the two columns of water, then the
Egyptians think they can as well. So they rush into the space between
the two columns in hot pursuit of the escaping slaves.
At this point, God once more intervenes on behalf of the Hebrews.
The biblical writer tells us that God “threw the Egyptian army into
panic” (14:24). How does God do that? According to the translation
of our text in the New Revised Standard Version, God “clogged their
chariot wheels so that they turned with difficulty” (14:25). Their
greatest advantage in warfare, their chariots, now becomes a liability
instead. While the wind apparently makes the seabed dry enough for
the Hebrews to walk across, it is not dry enough to support the heavy
chariots. When the chariots bog down, the Egyptians panic. They interpret their dilemma as an act of the Hebrews’ God. Recognizing that
they are once more pitted against the God of Israel, the Egyptians try
to escape (14:25). Suddenly a more frightening truth dawns on them.
They realize that God has disabled their chariots not to prevent them
from pursuing the Hebrews further, but rather to prevent them from
escaping from the seabed. Unfortunately, the Egyptians recognize their
dilemma too late.
God instructs Moses to “stretch out” his hand over the sea (14:26).
Viewing this action by Moses strikes terror in the hearts of the Egyptians, for every time Moses stretched out his hand with his staff in the
past, terrible things happened to the Egyptians. He stretched out his
staff over the waters of Egypt and the waters turned to blood (Ex 7:19).
He stretched out his staff toward heaven and hail bombarded the land
(Ex 9:23). He stretched out his staff over the land of Egypt and the east
wind brought in an invasion of locusts (Ex 10:13). He stretched out
his hand again toward heaven and a dense darkness fell across Egypt
for three days (Ex 10:21-22). When the Egyptians see Moses once more
raising his hands and stretching out his staff, they do not know what
will happen, but they know it will be bad. Too late, they attempt to flee.
However, when Moses stretches out his staff, “the sea returned to its
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normal depth” (14:27). Since the Egyptians are now in the middle of the
sea, this is bad news for them. The Bible describes their dilemma in this
cryptic statement: “the LORD tossed the Egyptians into the sea” (14:27).
In other words, as if a dam had burst, the walls of water collapse on
the Egyptians and engulf them in the sudden surge (14:28). The entire
Egyptian army meets its death. The biblical writer tells us that “not
one of them remained” (14:28). God fulfills God’s twofold promise.
God both delivers the Hebrews (Ex 14:16) and destroys the Egyptians
(14:17-18).

ISRAEL’S RESPONSE

GOD’S SAVING ACTIONS

Exodus 14:29-31

When the Hebrew people saw the approaching Egyptians, they
panicked. Moses assured them with this promise: “Do not be afraid,
stand firm, and see the deliverance that the LORD will accomplish for
you today; for the Egyptians whom you see today you shall never see
again” (Ex 14:13). Now God has fulfilled both promises. On one hand,
not one member of the Egyptian armies remains, for they all drowned
in the water of the Red Sea (14:28). The Hebrews indeed will “never see
them again.” In contrast, “the Israelites walked on dry ground through
the sea” (14:29). “Thus,” concludes the biblical writer, “the LORD saved
Israel that day from the Egyptians” (14:30).
How does Israel respond to the fulfillment of God’s twofold
promise? To begin with, they respond with awe. “The people feared the
LORD,” the biblical writer concludes (14:31). The word “feared” conveys
an awesome respect for God that grows out of an awareness of who God
is and what God can do. In addition, they respond to God’s provision
with trust. The biblical writer adds that the people “believed in the
LORD” (14:31). The word “believed” conveys an attitude toward God
that motivates one to follow and obey God.
God’s deliverance also induces from the Hebrews a new faith in
Moses (14:31). No longer do the people doubt Moses’ role as God’s
spokesmen or distrust his instructions. They recognize him as
their God-appointed leader and respond with thanksgiving to both
Moses’ song of victory (Ex 15:1-18) and the song of his sister, Miriam
(15:20-21).

CONCLUSION
What lessons can we learn from the story in our text? The story affirms
a truth about God: God keeps God’s promises. God promised to deliver
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Israel from Egypt, and God did. God promised to destroy the pursuing
Egyptian armies, and God did. God promised that God would gain
glory and honor in fulfilling these two promises, and God did. The
writer of Proverbs captures this truth about God in the well-known
admonition: “Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and do not rely on
your own insight. In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make
straight your paths” (Prov 3:5-6). God will continue to deliver us if we
put our trust in God.
The story also affirms a truth about life: obstacles and opportunities often come in the same experience. In our text, God fulfills God’s
promise to deliver the people. For years the Hebrews prayed for God’s
deliverance from the bondage of Egyptian slavery. Now, God has done
just that. As they push toward their promised land, the Hebrews probably sing, “Things just don’t get any better than this.” However, that
high moment of celebration is interrupted by the sound of the chariots
and horses bearing down upon them. So it is for us. Opportunities and
obstacles often come together.
Finally, the story affirms a truth about leadership: it is not easy to
be a leader. The people’s response to Moses concerning God’s deliverance of them and destruction of the Egyptians is a high point in their
attitude toward their leader. However, before God delivered the people
through the Red Sea, the people often reflected suspicion of Moses’
ability and trustworthiness (Ex 5:21; 6:9). Likewise, the people will
immediately transition from trust in Moses reflected in the story in our
text to rejection of him when things do not go their way (Ex 16:3; 17:3).
So it is with leadership today. It is not easy to be a leader of the people
of God.

GOD’S SAVING ACTIONS

Bread from Heaven
September 20, 2020

Exodus 16:2-8, 11-15

When I served as pastor of the First Baptist Church in Pensacola,
Florida, we ministered to the large number of Vietnamese people who
migrated to our city. We eventually established a Vietnamese ministry,
headed by a fine young couple named Hong and Su Dang. During that
time, a fire broke out in their home. All the family members escaped
safely except their baby girl, who was a fatality of this tragic fire. When
I made my way over to the house to visit with the family, I was not sure
what I would say. Surprisingly, it was not I who comforted the family
but Hong who comforted me. “If I have my house but do not have
Jesus,” he told me, “I have nothing. And if I have my health but do not
have Jesus, I have nothing. And if I have my family but do not have
Jesus, I have nothing. But,” he added, “if I have Jesus, no matter what
else happens to me, I have everything.”
Unfortunately, our faith does not always shine so brightly amid the
fiery trials of life, as it did in the lives of Hong and Su Dang. Instead, it
often dissolves into cynicism and doubt. As a case in point, think about
the recently delivered Hebrew slaves who wander through the wilderness on the way to their promised land. Each setback stirs up a barrage
of complaints directed at Moses and at times also directed at God. Our
text highlights one of those incidents.

THE COMPLAINT

GOD’S SAVING ACTIONS

Exodus 16:2-3

After their deliverance from the Egyptians in the miracle at the Red Sea,
the Hebrew people begin to move toward their promised land. Their
journey first takes them eastward from Egypt into “the wilderness of
Shur” (Ex 15:22). “Shur” means “fortress wall.” Some scholars identify
this “fortress wall” as a line of frontier fortresses built to the east of
Egypt as a buffer against invading forces. Other scholars identify this
“fortress wall” as a range of white cliffs parallel to the Mediterranean
coast. The Hebrews find water but cannot drink it because it is too
bitter (Ex 15:23). Hence, they refer to the place as “Marah,” which
means “bitter.”
The people immediately complain to Moses (Ex 15:24). They have
traveled in the desert for three days, so they are understandably thirsty.
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They celebrate when they see a source of water, but their celebration
instantly turns into a complaint when they discover the water is too
bitter to drink. We can understand their concern. Yet something deeper
is at play. Their complaint to Moses suggests criticism of his leadership
and uncertainty about God’s ability to provide for them. God instructs
Moses to throw a certain kind of wood into the water. This wood takes
away the bitterness, temporarily solving the dilemma and providing
water for the Hebrew people (Ex 15:25-26). Some scholars suggest that
Moses learned about the counteracting power of this kind of wood
during his forty years in the wilderness and that this was another part
of God’s preparation. Our text implies that God directs Moses to this
wood at this particular moment of crisis.
After the experience at Marah, the Hebrews move in a more southerly direction and come to a place called Elim. Instead of finding only
bitter water, as they did at Shur, the Hebrews find a copious supply, for
the Bible describes “twelve springs of water” (Ex 15:27). However, this
is not their destination but only a stop along the way. Because of the
abundance of water, some of the Hebrews may have been tempted to
settle there. However, they did not do that for two reasons. To begin
with, it was too close to Egypt and thus would make them vulnerable to
a new attack from the Egyptians. In addition, God already had a place
picked out as their permanent home, “a land flowing with milk and
honey” (Ex 3:8), a land God promised to Abraham and his descendants
(Deut 1:8).
The Hebrews leave Elim and move southward into “the wilderness
of Sin” (Ex 16:1). The word “sin” does not refer to evil or disobedience
toward God, as if to say that this is a wilderness area in which God’s
people turned from him. Instead, it identifies an area between Elim
and Sinai, perhaps the area of the desert covered by rough terrain
and scraggly underbrush where Moses met God in the burning bush
(Ex 3:2). Now, another problem emerges for the Hebrews. They have
run out of food, and the echo of hunger pangs emanating from their
stomachs disturbs them (16:2). When we face difficult circumstances
in the present, we often turn for relief either to the past or to the future.
The Hebrews choose the former tactic, crying out for what they left
behind in Egypt, which they obviously remember more glowingly than
it actually was (16:3). They remember sitting “by the fleshpots” and
eating “our fill of bread” with fondness, forgetting that earlier they
petitioned God to deliver them from those very circumstances (Ex 2:23).
In the dialogue that follows between Moses and God, our text implies
that the issue is not a lack of trust in Moses but a lack of trust in God.
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THE PROMISE
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Exodus 16:4-8

Upon hearing Israel’s complaints and their desire to go back to their
Egyptian captivity, God promises to provide an abundant supply of
food for the people. God declares, “I am going to rain bread from
heaven for you” (Ex 16:4). The Hebrews will call this bread from heaven
“manna” (16:31). The name for this desert bread comes from the initial
question of the people when they see this bread. “What is it?” they ask.
“What is it?” translates the Hebrew term man hu, which transliterates
into “manna” (Ex 16:15). The biblical writer explains that “it was like
coriander seed, white, and the taste of it was like wafers made with
honey” (16:31). God will sustain the people for forty years with this
bread from heaven (16:35). The supply of manna will cease the day the
people eat the produce that comes from their first crops in the promised land ( Jos 5:12). The people complain because they do not have
an adequate supply of food. In response, God shows that God’s provisions are more than adequate, for God will provide this manna for the
Hebrews for the next forty years. God meets their needs, and then some.
However, God does not just want to meet the needs of the Hebrew
people. God also wants to instruct them. First, God wants them to
understand the importance of obedience, so God places a limit on the
manna to test them (Ex 16:4). God instructs them to only take enough
for one day, assuring them that more will come the following day.
God does allow them to take a double portion on the sixth day so they
will not have to gather the manna on the Sabbath (16:5). We will see
later that many of the Hebrews fail this test, for rather than obeying
Moses’ instructions, they take more than they need for one day (16:20).
Evidently, the Hebrews still need more lessons on obedience.
God also wants the Hebrews to understand the scope of God’s
glory, so God provides a supply of food that no one else can supply,
in a way no one else will contemplate, for a length of time no one else
can imagine. Then, to confirm God’s greatness, Moses declares, “In the
evening you shall know that it was the LORD who brought you out of
the land of Egypt, and in the morning you shall see the glory of the
LORD” (16:6-7). Moses will later explain to the people: “He humbled
you by letting you hunger, then by feeding you with manna, with which
neither you nor your ancestors were acquainted, in order to make you
understand that one does not live by bread alone, but by every word
that comes from the mouth of the LORD” (Deut 8:3). Complaining
about their supply of food will not only demonstrate their lack of
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support for Moses. It will also reflect their lack of faith in God
(Ex 16:8).

THE PROVISION
Exodus 16:11-15

CONCLUSION
The Hebrews’ experience in the wilderness teaches us some lessons
about ourselves. For one thing, like the Hebrews, we often long for the
good old days. Somehow, with the passing of time, we tend to glamorize past experiences and forget the difficulties we encountered back
then. A famous humorist used to say, “Things aren’t like they used to
be, but then, they never were.” In addition, like the Hebrews, we are

GOD’S SAVING ACTIONS

God acknowledges the complaints of the Hebrew people. However,
God does not allow their doubt to deter God from God’s plan for
them (16:11). Consequently, God pushes aside their complaints with
the assurance that God will provide more than this daily bread. God
will also provide meat for them—meat in the evening and bread in the
morning (16:12).
The supply of meat comes from a surprising source. That very
evening, flocks of quail land amid their camp and the Hebrews seize
the birds to provide some meat (16:13). The only mentions of quail in
the Old Testament refer to the quail God provides for the people in
their exodus from Egypt to the promised land. These birds migrate
from Egypt northward in the spring. Often exhausted by their flight,
the birds stop to rest. God in God’s providence brings the birds to rest
near the camp of the Hebrews where they can easily grab them. We
see no indication that this is a perpetual provision as is the manna; it
seems to be a one-time provision.
The next morning, God provides the strange desert bread that
comes to be known as “manna.” The biblical writer describes this
manna as “a fine flaky substance as fine as frost on the ground” (16:14).
The Hebrews will consume this miracle bread in a variety of ways.
Sometimes they boil it in pots. On other occasions, they grind it up
and make cakes of it. One biblical writer informs us that “the taste of
it was like the taste of cakes baked with oil” (Num 11:8). The psalmist
describes this manna as “food from heaven” (Ps 105:40). Sometimes
the Hebrews longed for a more varied diet (Num 11:4-6). Yet, in this
manna from heaven, God fulfills God’s promise to provide for the
people (16:15).
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often unwilling to sacrifice our personal desires for the good of the
group. Self-centeredness leads to selfishness. Not necessarily with our
words but often with our actions we declare, “As long as my needs and
the needs of my family are taken care of, I don’t care about anyone else.”
Further, like the Hebrews, we often focus on the negative instead of the
positive. Instead of being thankful for what we have, we complain about
what we don’t have. The resulting ingratitude often forces words of
complaint from our lips instead of words of thanksgiving.
The Hebrews’ experience in the wilderness also teaches us some
lessons about God. For one thing, like the Hebrews, we discover that
God’s timing is not always our timing. We say to God, “Give us what we
want…right now.” But many times, God responds, “I will give you what
you need…at the right time.” In addition, like the Hebrews, we discover
that God does not always answer our prayers in the way we expect.
The Bible is filled with experiences where God’s answer came, but in
a different form than the request. God’s word to Elijah in a “gentle
whisper” (1 Kings 19:12, NIV), and God’s decision to strengthen Paul,
not by removing his thorn but by leaving it in his life (2 Cor 12:8-9),
are but two examples. Further, like the Hebrews, we discover that God’s
provisions are enough. In God’s time, and in God’s way, God will supply
all our needs (Phil 4:19).
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Exodus 17:1-7

Sarah Pollard (1862–1934) liked things done a certain way, for she was
a very determined person. When she decided she didn’t like her name,
she changed it to Adelaide. When she became involved in the church,
she decided she should go to Africa as a missionary. She diligently
raised the funds to go, expecting God to honor her effort. However,
when the time arrived for her to leave, she did not have enough money.
Her disappointment with God sent her into a deep depression. Then
Adelaide overheard a statement made by a woman at church, and it
restored her sense of trust in God. This woman at church declared,
“It’s all right, Lord! It doesn’t matter what you bring into our lives; just
have Your own way with us!” She reflected her rediscovered trust and
submission to God in the words of the timeless hymn she wrote that
begins with these words: “Have Thine own way, Lord! Have Thine own
way” (Harold Ivan Smith, A Singular Devotion [Old Tappan, NJ: Fleming
H. Revell, 1990], 292–93).
Adelaide’s trust in and submission to God contrasts with the attitude reflected by the Hebrews in the story in our text. Whenever God
fails to provide for their needs as they journey from Egypt to the promised land, they do not break out into a rendition of “Have Thine own
way.” Instead, they accuse God of inadequacy and criticize Moses for his
ineffective leadership. The story in our text provides a clear example of
the fickleness of their faith and the self-focus of their attention.

THE MOVEMENT OF THE HEBREWS
Before we study the story in our text, we need to distinguish this
story from a similar story that appears later in Numbers 20:1-13. In
both stories, the Hebrews complain to God about their lack of water
(Ex 17:2; Num 20:2). In both instances, the people presumptuously
declare that they would have been better off if they had stayed in Egypt
(Ex 17:3; Num 20:5). Both stories feature God’s provision of water for
the Hebrew people through the action of Moses (Ex 17:6; Num 20:11).
However, the two stories differ on one important point. Striking
the rock in the story in our text restores Moses to the people’s favor.
Striking the rock in the event described in Numbers 20 brings God’s
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disfavor and disqualifies Moses as God’s leader to escort the Hebrew
people into the promised land (Num 20:12). In this lesson, we will study
the first incident in which God provides water for the Hebrews early in
their wilderness journey.
The opening verse identifies two locations: “the wilderness of Sin”
and “Rephidim” (17:1a). “The wilderness of Sin” is a tract of land
along the eastern shore of the Red Sea, northwest of Mount Sinai.
“Rephidim” is a site to the west of Mount Sinai, at the southern edge
of the wilderness of Sin. Notice the description of the movement of the
people from the wilderness of Sin to Rephidim. The biblical writer tells
us that “the whole congregation of the Israelites journeyed by stages”
(17:1). This probably means that as the Hebrews move toward Sinai,
they go from one encampment to another. The summarization of the
movement of the Hebrew people in their journey from the wilderness of
Sin to Rephidim given in Numbers 33 supports this conclusion. In that
passage, the biblical writer explains, “Moses wrote down their starting
points, stage by stage, by command of the LORD; and these are their
stages according to their starting places” (Num 33:2). As the biblical
writer identifies these stages, he traces the movement of the Hebrews
from the wilderness of Sin to Dophkah and then to Alush and finally
to Rephidim (Num 33:12-14). Thus, our text explains that “the whole
congregation of Israelites journeyed by stages.”

THE PROBLEM OF THE HEBREWS

GOD’S SAVING ACTIONS

Exodus 17:1b-4

No mention is made of the stops at Dophkah or Alush because nothing
of significance happens at those two spots. However, something
significant does happen at Rephidim. A shortage of water ignites the
complaints of the Hebrew people, who once more question the faithfulness of God and the leadership of Moses (17:1b). Understandably, with
such a large flock of people wandering through the desert, finding an
adequate water supply will always be a challenge. However, the people
are not concerned about the logistics. They just know they are thirsty,
and they see no water supply to alleviate their thirst. This need again
initiates complaints against Moses and against God.
The Bible tells us that the people “quarreled with Moses” (17:2).
In Exodus 21:18, the word “quarrel” describes a conflict between two
individuals in which one person strikes another with a stone or a fist
with the result that the injured party, “though not dead, is confined
to bed.” This is therefore not a slight complaint against Moses. This
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is open warfare. Moses recognizes the deeper nature of the people’s
contention. He acknowledges that they do not just question him but
also “test the LORD” (17:2). The biblical writer also states that “the
people complained against Moses” (17:3). The word “complained”
means to growl and suggests a grumble of murmuring that spreads
through the Hebrew camp.
At this point, the people fall back to their standard complaint.
They look to the past and, with a skewed memory, they recall “the good
times” they had in Egypt. They cry, “Why did you bring us out of Egypt,
to kill us and our children and livestock with thirst?” (17:3). Of course,
the people did not have a pleasant time in Egypt. The biblical writer
earlier described their condition as slaves in these words: “The Egyptians became ruthless in imposing tasks on the Israelites, and made
their lives bitter with hard service in mortar and brick and in every
kind of field labor” (Ex 1:14-15). As for their future, they forget God’s
promise to settle them in “a good and broad land, a land flowing with
milk and honey” (Ex 3:8). Thus, the Hebrews forget their hardships of
the past and ignore God’s promises concerning the future.
In despair, Moses turns to the Lord. He suggests that the situation
is so dire the people are ready to stone him to death (17:4). Stoning
appears throughout the Bible as a means of capital punishment or as a
method of disposing of an enemy. For example, Exodus 19:13 presents
stoning as a way of punishing those who disobey God’s warning to stay
away from the holy mountain. Joshua will order the stoning of Achan
and his family when they steal “the devoted things” of the enemy after
the battle of Jericho ( Josh 7:25). Consequently, when Moses tells God
that “they are almost ready to stone me,” he lets God know that he is
an extremely hazardous position.

THE PROVISION FOR THE HEBREWS
While Moses responds to the people’s complaints with despair, God
offers a solution. God instructs Moses to move forward where he
will be in position to carry out God’s instructions. Then God orders
Moses to take two things with him. First, he is to “take some of the
elders of Israel with you” (17:5). The tradition of “elders” did not begin
with Moses. They already existed when he returned to Egypt to bring
Israel out of their bondage (Ex 3:16). The elders are the heads of the
tribes and clans. Taking the elders with him will draw the support of
the people. God also instructs Moses to “take in your hand the staff
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with which you struck the Nile” (17:5). Earlier, God used the staff to
convince Moses of God’s power and provision as he carried out God’s
assignment (Ex 2:4-5). Now, God will use the staff to convince the
people of God’s power and provision as God provides water for them.
Earlier, Moses stretched out his staff and caused the water of the Nile to
recede. Now, he will strike the rock at Rephidim and cause the water to
flow.
Notice that the biblical writer locates this incident “at Horeb” (17:6).
Biblical writers use both “Horeb” (Dt 5:2) and “Sinai” (Ex 19:20) to
identify the mountain where God gives Moses the Ten Commandments.
Some suggest that the words are interchangeable. Others suggest
that Horeb refers to the mountainous area of which Sinai is a specific
summit. Apparently, Moses goes out from the camp at Rephidim to a
location closer to the mountain to deal with the problem of the people’s
thirst.
God instructs Moses to “strike the rock” (17:6). Ironically, in the
later incident at the end of the wilderness wandering described in
Numbers 20, at this same location, when God again chooses to bring
water from a rock to satiate the thirst of the people, he instructs Moses
to “command the rock before their eyes to yield its water” (Num 20:8).
Moses instead “lifted up his hand and struck the rock twice with his
staff ” (20:11). In this later incident, God interprets Moses’ decision to
strike the rock as an act of disobedience. In this incident in our text,
however, Moses’ striking the rock is an act of obedience and produces
water to satisfy the needs of the people.
Moses attaches two names to this location. He calls the place
“Massah and Meribah” (Ex 17:7). “Massah,” which means “to test,”
identifies this location as a place where Israel tested God with their
complaints. “Meribah,” which describes strife or conflict, identifies this
location as a place where Israel’s complaints against God generated
conflict and strife among the people. This will not be the last time Israel
raises complaints against God.

CONCLUSION
What lessons can we learn from the story in our text? To begin with,
this story reveals the tendency of God’s people to complain about what
they don’t have instead of praising God for what they do have. Entitlement is no new issue among God’s people. We see it from the beginning
of the biblical story. We wrongly assume that our faith in God is a
magic wand that we can use to get from God exactly what we want when
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we want it. When God does not come through on our time schedule, we
immediately protest that God is not fair. We need new examples of the
kind of faith later demonstrated by Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego,
who promised to remain faithful to God whether God fulfilled their
expectations or not (Dan 3:16-18).
This story also underscores the difficulty of leadership. Some crave
to be leaders because they see it as an opportunity to capture the awe
and respect of the people. However, leadership does not always draw the
respect of the people. Leadership also attracts their complaints. When
leaders do not satisfy all the demands of the people, the people can turn
from an adoring audience into a firing squad (or, to use the imagery
in our text, “a stoning squad”). One current leader explained that the
problem with being out in front of the people is that you never know if
the people are following you or chasing you. Beware of the desire to be
a leader!
In addition, this story reminds us that sometimes the meaning
behind our actions is more important than the actions themselves. I
identified two instances in which Moses struck a rock to bring forth
water for the people (Ex 17:1-7 and Num 20:1-13). In one instance,
Moses receives the affirmation of God by remaining as the leader of
God’s people. In the other instance, Moses receives the reprimand of
God as God withdraws from Moses the right to lead the people into
the promised land. God explains to Moses the reason for this different
result, saying, “Because you did not trust in me, to show my holiness
before the eyes of the Israelites, therefore you shall not bring this
assembly into the land that I have given them” (Num 20:12). Why we do
something is often more important that what we do.
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Isaiah 5:1-7

In the opinion of many scholars, Isaiah is the high-water mark of God’s
communication to the people of Israel through God’s special spokespersons we know as prophets. One scholar says about Isaiah, “Himself
his own parallel, he stands without a peer and overtops all by the force
of his personality, the wisdom of his statesmanship, the power of his
oratory, and the far-reaching results of his ministry” ( John Patterson,
The Goodly Fellowship of the Prophets [New York: Scribner: 1948], p. 59).
What do we know about Isaiah? His father was Amoz (Isa 1:1). He
was married to a prophetess (Isa 8:3). He had two sons. One was named
Maher-shalal-hash-baz (Isa 8:3), which means “speedy is the prey.” His
other son was named Shear-jashub (Isa 7:3), which means “a remnant
shall return.” The names of his two sons summarize the prophet’s
message, which includes both judgment and redemption and both
doom and deliverance. Isaiah prophesied during the reigns of four
kings of Judah: Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah (Isa 1:1). Most
scholars believe his ministry began in 739 BC and perhaps continued
until 681 BC. The New Testament writers quote from Isaiah more than
from any other prophet. The pseudepigraphal work The Ascension of
Isaiah says that King Manasseh put Isaiah to death by having him sawn
in two.
Isaiah uses a variety of methods to proclaim God’s message. In our
text for this lesson, we observe Isaiah’s use of a song, a style seen in
other parts of the book of Isaiah. For instance, in Isaiah 12 we see the
song of the redeemed, in Isaiah 35 we see the song of the blossoming
desert, and in Isaiah 42–52 we see the servant songs. Our text features
what we might call the song of the vineyard.

EXPECTATION
Isaiah 5:1-4

The prophet announces that he will “sing for my beloved” (5:1). At
times, the Old Testament writers use that term to refer to the nation
of Israel ( Jer 22:7). On other occasions, they use the term in reference
to some individual within the nation. See Deuteronomy 33:12 where
the biblical writer identifies Benjamin as “my beloved.” In our text,

The Lord’s Expectations

25

TAKING GOD SERIOUSLY

“my beloved” seems to be the God of Israel. The prophet thus speaks on
behalf of God.
The prophet declares that “my beloved,” that is, the God of Israel,
provides a vineyard for his people. Grapevines became a staple crop for
the Hebrews after they took possession of the promised land because
that area is well suited for the growing of vineyards. In our text, Isaiah
points out that the vineyard occupies “a very fertile hill” (5:1). Biblical
storytellers often use the vine as a symbol for Israel, from the psalmist
(Ps 80:8-9) to Hosea (Hos 10:1) to Jesus ( Jn 15:1). So it is in our text.
The prophet Isaiah tells a story about a vineyard, and that vineyard is
Israel.
Every aspect of the prophet’s story suggests abundant and adequate
provision for the keepers of the vineyard. The “beloved” has cleared the
rocks. He uses only the best vines to start the vineyard. He provides “a
watchtower” that will guarantee protection for the land. He constructs
a wine vat to produce the wine. He provides everything required to
bring forth an abundant supply of wine from this vineyard (5:2).
Rightfully, because the beloved gives so much of himself and
his resources to provide everything the workers need, he expects the
vineyard “to yield grapes” (5:2). However, Isaiah’s story takes an unexpected twist at this point. Instead of the good grapes the owner of the
vineyard rightfully expects, the harvest produces “wild grapes.” The
New American Standard Bible describes them as “worthless” grapes.
Some commentators translate the phrase “stinking grapes.” Carefully
prepared, fertile land in which only the best vines are planted should
not produce “stinking grapes.” Something is seriously wrong at the
vineyard.
At this point, Isaiah appeals to his audience to identify the problem
in his story and to place the blame for the unexpected twist. Whose
fault is it that a vineyard that should produce luscious grapes instead
produces stinking grapes? Speaking for the owner of the vineyard, the
prophet demands an answer. He declares, “Now, inhabitants of Jerusalem and people of Judah, judge between me and my vineyard” (5:3).
The owner asks, “What more was there to do for my vineyard that
I have not done in it?” (5:4). The prophet provides the indisputable
answer to the owner’s question. He could have done nothing more than
what he did. He provided adequate resources for his workers. He held
nothing back from the vineyard. He is therefore not to be condemned
but commended.
Whose fault is it then? The prophet voices the owner’s protest:
“When I expected it to yield grapes, why did it yield wild grapes?”
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(5:4). The owner’s question places the blame squarely in the laps of
the workers. It is obviously their fault. He rightfully expected them to
produce good grapes in this richly endowed vineyard. Yet the workers
failed to fulfill the expectations the owner placed on them. The conclusion that the fault lies with the workers is so clear-cut that the prophet
does not even articulate it. We would call this a “no-brainer” today.
The evidence is incontrovertible that the guilty party is not the owner
of the vineyard but the workers in the vineyard. It’s so obvious that the
prophet moves immediately, in the following verses, into a discussion
of the punishment the owner of the vineyard will mete out on the
ineffectual workers.

JUDGMENT

TAKING GOD SERIOUSLY

Isaiah 5:5-6

In the first section of this lesson, the beloved—that is, God—is the
accuser. Now, in this section, God becomes the judge. The promise of
judgment in verses 5-6 combines graphic images to present a poignant
picture. The certainty of the coming judgment is captured in the
opening statement in verse 5: “And now I will tell you what I will do
to my vineyard.” We see in this pronouncement no uncertainty and no
hesitancy. Instead, deliberately and specifically, the owner of the vineyard outlines his plans to destroy the vineyard that produced only bad
fruit instead of good grapes. How then will the owner of the vineyard
respond?
He promises first to remove the protection from the vineyard. The
“hedge” and the “wall” both provided a degree of protection from
outside forces. The owner informs his workers that he will remove this
protection. Both hedge and wall will be eliminated. When the protection is eliminated, the vineyard will be “devoured” and “trampled
down” (5:5).
The owner of the vineyard then promises to reduce the productiveness of the vineyard even further. Even though the vineyard produced
only “stinking grapes,” now the vineyard will fall into complete dissolution. Remember, the owner established this vineyard on “a very
fertile hill” (5:1) and started with “choice vines” (5:2). Nevertheless,
these choice vines planted in fertile soil will not be productive. What
could have been a fertile vineyard will become instead a wasteland.
What the owner intended to be a garden will become a wilderness (5:6).
Through human neglect and an interruption of the natural resources,
the vineyard will be transformed into a briar patch. Because of the
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incompetency of the workers, the owner of the vineyard promises to
wreak havoc on the vineyard.

APPLICATION
Isaiah 5:7

TAKING GOD SERIOUSLY

Nothing in the prophet’s story up to this point should offend his
listeners, because the prophet’s accusations are self-evident. When a
person creates a vineyard, he has the right to expect the vineyard to
yield fruit. The listeners would agree with that premise. And when the
owner of the vineyard provides adequate resources, he has the right to
expect adequate return. This again is a natural consequence. And when
the owner does not receive what is rightfully expected, then he can be
expected to punish the workers of the vineyard. Every one of Isaiah’s
listeners will say “Amen” to these conclusions.
But then, when the prophet applies the story in such a way as to
indict his listeners, the crowd becomes silent. No more “Amens” punctuate the air. The crowd realizes that this is not just an innocent story
for them to enjoy. Instead, they realize the story condemns them. In
this song of the vineyard, Isaiah summarizes Hebrew history. God has
given much to the covenant people (notice that Isaiah includes both
kingdoms, “the house of Israel and the people of Judah,” 5:7). God
delivered them from Egyptian bondage. God guided them through the
wilderness into the promised land. God empowered them to conquer
the inhabitants of the land and then enabled each of the twelve tribes
to find suitable areas in which to settle. God planted them in a land
flowing with milk and honey. God richly blessed them in every way, just
as the owner of the vineyard richly blessed the keepers of the vineyard
by providing for them “a vineyard on a very fertile hill” (5:1).
The people cannot refute the clear implication of Isaiah’s song. Just
as the owner of the vineyard has the right to expect a return from his
workers, God, who has blessed the people of Israel so richly, has the
right to expect a return from them. What does God expect from them?
God expects them to obey God’s commands. God expects them to fulfill
God’s calling for them. God expects sincerity in worship. God expects
compassion in dealing with the poor. Having provided Israel “a vineyard on a very fertile hill,” God has the right to expect a crop of good
grapes. Of those to whom much is given, much is required.
However, Israel produced the opposite of what God expected from
them. As the prophet expresses it, “He expected justice, but saw bloodshed; righteousness, but heard a cry” (5:7). Consequently, as the owner
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of the vineyard decides to destroy the vineyard in Isaiah’s story, God will
decide to destroy the nation of Judah. What the owner of the vineyard
did to the vineyard in Isaiah’s story, God will do to Judah. The hedge of
God’s protective presence will be removed from Judah, and what had
been a garden will become a wasteland.
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CONCLUSION
What can we learn from Isaiah’s song of the vineyard? Isaiah’s description of the vineyard reminds us of God’s manifold blessings in our lives.
God has provided everything we need to be productive for God. God
has given us a purpose to live for, a power to live through, a person to
live with, and a prospect to live toward. As Paul puts it in his Ephesian
letter, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has
blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places”
(Eph 1:3).
Isaiah’s description of the response of the workers also describes
a truth about us. How often do we fail to seize the opportunities God
gives us and utilize the gifts with which God endows us to lead effectual
and productive lives? We often forget that opportunity and responsibility go together. James connects opportunity with responsibility when
he writes, “Anyone, then, who knows the right thing to do and fails to
do it, commits sin” ( Jas 4:17).
Our failure to grasp the opportunities God gives us leads to a third
conclusion. When we do not acknowledge our blessings, these blessings
will go away. When we fail to seize our opportunities, we lose them. At
the beginning of the song, Isaiah describes the beauty and the value of
the vineyard. At the end of the song, after the workers have failed to
take advantage of their opportunity, Isaiah describes the hideous devastation of the vineyard. Jesus demonstrates this same truth in his parable
of the talents (Mt 25:14-30). The third servant who fails to use his talent
but instead buries it in the ground does not get to keep his talent.
Instead, even that one talent is taken from him. If we don’t use, we
lose. That is another important lesson from the song of the vineyard.

The Lord’s Salvation
October 11, 2020

Isaiah 25:1-9

DELIVERANCE
Isaiah 25:1-5

Our text opens with a doxology of praise in which the prophet acknowledges the “wonderful things” God has done (25:1). To understand that
pronouncement, we need to remember the context of our passage. In
the preceding chapter, Isaiah presents a comprehensive description of
God’s judgment that is both impartial and all-inclusive. No one will
escape the sweep of God’s judgment (Isa 24:1-4). Why does he mention
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His name was Thomas Carvel. He bounced from one venture to
another, but nothing worked. Finally, in 1934, he attached a trailer to
his Model A Ford and planned to go to a park near White Plains, New
York, where he would cool off the picnickers by selling them his supply
of ice cream. Unfortunately, one of the tires on the trailer blew out
before he arrived at the park. He had no extra tire, so he was stranded
with a trailer full of ice cream that was quickly melting. The owner of
a nearby pottery shop approached him. When he recognized Carvel’s
problem, he allowed him to hook up to his electricity to save his ice
cream. Carvel finally sold enough to make a profit, learning two lessons
in the process. First, he realized that selling ice cream from a stationary
location was more effective than selling it out of a moving trailer. He
also learned that people loved the soft ice cream (it was mostly melted)
better than hard ice cream. Applying those two lessons, he began to
develop his own brand. His business expanded and eventually, by 1985,
Carvel sold his soft ice cream and other dessert novelties out of 865
stores. The owner of the pottery store saved him from disaster and
taught him a valuable lesson in life: “Your worst day could be the
beginning of something very good.”
Isaiah pronounces that same truth to his contemporaries in the
text for this week’s lesson. The prophet heralds the coming of God’s
judgment on the earth, a judgment that includes not only the nations
around Israel but also Israel itself. However, amid this message of
impending judgment, the prophet also assures Israel that God will
eventually deliver them. They will then discover that what seemed to be
their worst day will instead be the beginning of something very good.
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God’s impartial and all-inclusive judgment? The prophet asserts that
all the peoples of the earth have “broken the everlasting covenant”
(Isa 24:5). Most scholars agree that Isaiah has in mind not the covenant
with Moses but the earlier covenant with Noah. Then, after all have
received their due, God will rule over a restored Israel (Isa 24:23). Therefore, the wonderful things that draw the doxology from Isaiah include
God’s judgment on the nations of the world and the reestablishment of
God’s plan of redemption through God’s chosen people, Israel.
How will God’s judgment affect those nations that have revolted
against God? Isaiah refers to the destruction of “the fortified city”
(25:2). This may refer to the city of Nineveh, the capital of the Assyrian
empire—an empire that conquered the northern kingdom in 721 BC
and sent some of the locals into exile. The Babylonians and Medes
destroyed Nineveh in 612 BC. Or the city could be Babylon, capital of
the empire that conquered the southern kingdom and destroyed Jerusalem in 586 BC. The Persians under Cyrus the Great defeated Babylon
in 539 BC and the Greeks under Alexander the Great did so in 323 BC.
The city eventually passed from the scene. The prophet says that the
destruction of the unnamed city and the ultimate deliverance of the
Israelite exiles will elicit from the other nations awe toward the God
of Israel (25:3).
How will God’s deliverance affect Israel? The prophet declares that
God will be to Israel “a refuge” and “a shelter” and “a shade” from
outside forces (25:4). He describes these outside forces that threaten
the people as “the blast of the ruthless” and “the noise of aliens”
(25:4-5). God promises to “still” the ruthless and the aliens (25:5). The
word “stilled” can mean “brought low” (as the KJV puts it) or “silenced”
(as the NASB puts it). In either case, the prophet promises a reversal of
fortune. Israel will no longer be oppressed by outside forces. No wonder
the prophet describes these developments as “wonderful things” (25:1).

CELEBRATION
Isaiah 25:6

God’s reestablishment of God’s reign and the deliverance of the covenant people sparks a time of celebration. The prophet brings together
two frequently used biblical themes to describe this celebration.
First, Isaiah refers to a “mountain” (25:6). Throughout the Old
Testament, God meets God’s people and instructs them on a mountain. For example, God calls Moses to deliver the Hebrews from their
captivity while he is on Mount Horeb (Ex 3:1-12). When Moses brings
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the Hebrews out of Egypt, they pause to worship God on that same
mountain (Ex 19) and to receive from God the guidelines by which they
are to live as God’s chosen people (Ex 20). It should not surprise us,
then, that when Isaiah predicts something significant that will happen
to God’s people in the future, he predicts it will happen “on this mountain” (25:6).
In addition, Isaiah refers to “a feast” (25:6). Old Testament references to bountiful feasts abound. For example, the entire book of
Esther revolves around several feasts at which hundreds gather. When
his wife Vashti refuses to “perform” for his guests, King Ahasuerus
deposes his queen (Esth 1). When he replaces her with Esther, he gives
a great feast for all his officials and ministers. The Bible refers to it as
“Esther’s banquet” or feast (Esth 2:18). It should not surprise us, then,
that when Isaiah predicts something significant that will happen to
God’s people in the future, he describes it as “a feast.”
Isaiah combines these two biblical themes of a special mountain
and a bountiful feast when he declares, “On this mountain the LORD
of hosts will make for all peoples a feast of rich food” (25:6). According
to Isaiah, this meal will include food that is “filled with marrow” and
wines that are “strained clear” (25:6). These terms suggest a lavish
banquet at which the host serves the most succulent foods and the
most exquisite wines. Notice also that this food and wine will be “for
all peoples.” This term obliterates the division between the Jews and
the Gentiles. No one will be excluded from this banquet feast on God’s
holy mountain because of their social or ethnic identity. This inclusion
fulfills the promise God originally made to Abraham when God established a covenant with him. God told Abraham, “I will bless those who
bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the
families of the earth shall be blessed” (Gen 12:3).

Isaiah 25:7-9
This great feast will initiate a time of renewal for God’s people, a
renewal that will be characterized by several things. First, Isaiah
says that God will destroy “the shroud” and “the sheet” (25:7). Most
commentators accept these two terms as parallel terms referring to
the same thing. But to what do they refer? Some conclude that the
sheet or shroud is a symbol of mourning. For instance, after Absalom
usurps David’s throne, David goes before God on the Mount of Olives
covering his head with a shroud to indicate his mourning before the
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Lord (2 Sam 15:30). If this is Isaiah’s meaning, then Isaiah proclaims
that in the future God plans for the people, God will remove everything
that causes mourning. Still others suggest that the sheet or shroud
symbolizes the oppression by other nations that Israel periodically
experiences. Ezekiel seems to use the term “covering” in that way when
he predicts the invasion by Gog. “You will come up against my people
Israel,” Ezekiel declares, “like a cloud covering the earth” (Ezek 38:16).
If this is the meaning of Isaiah’s reference, then he promises that in the
future God plans for God’s people, no more enemies will threaten their
welfare.
In this renewal, God will also “swallow up death forever” (25:8).
When God places Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, God tells them
not to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil “for in the day
that you eat of it you shall die” (Gen 2:17). When Adam and Eve disobey
God and eat the forbidden fruit, they introduce death into the human
community. From that point until the present, everyone experiences
death. When death comes, it creates heartbreak in that person’s friends
and family members. We express this sorrow with our tears. Yet the
prophet declares that in the future God plans for God’s people, death
will be no more, for God “will swallow up death forever” and will “wipe
away the tears from all faces” (25:8).
Further, in this renewal, God will take away “the disgrace of his
people” (25:8). The Hebrew word translated “disgrace” in our text
sometimes refers to the shame we feel towards ourselves because of
something lacking in our behavior. The word is used in this way of
Rachel in Genesis 30:23. On other occasions the Hebrew word translated “disgrace” in our text refers to mocking or taunting directed at us
by someone else. The word is used in this way by Nehemiah in Nehemiah 5:9. The prophet’s promise can be thus understood in one of two
ways by the people. On the one hand, Isaiah promises that their sense
of shame in who they are and what they have done will be removed and
they will be restored to an unblemished relationship with God. On the
other hand, Isaiah promises that their enemies who have taunted them
because they questioned their claims about God or their faithfulness to
God will be silenced, for they will experience in full the promises God
has made to those who belong to God.
Finally, in this renewal, God’s people will once more experience
an intimate relationship with God (25:9). Notice the reference to “our
God.” By “our God,” Isaiah has in mind the covenant God of Israel, the
one who initially calls Abraham to leave his home and go to the special
place God has prepared for him. God provides the stimulus for this
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renewed relationship by saving the people from the darkness of their
situation. God rescues them from their unpleasant circumstance, and,
consequently, what seems to be their worst day will instead become the
beginning of something very good.

CONCLUSION
What lessons can we learn from Isaiah’s discussion of the Lord’s salvation? To begin with, Isaiah reminds us that at the heart of the biblical
picture of God is God’s desire to save and redeem God’s people. We
sometimes imply that the Old Testament reveals the judgment of a
God who condemns us, and the New Testament reveals the love of a
God who redeems us. Yet, throughout the Old Testament, the biblical
writers highlight God’s love and desire to redeem us. Isaiah repeatedly
reminds us that God saves God’s people. See Isaiah 19:20; 43:3; 45:21;
49:26; and 60:16, as well as our text for this lesson.
Isaiah also reminds us of the twofold dimension of God’s salvation.
On the one hand, God saves us from something. The prophet holds out
this promise to Israel in a time of distress and destruction. He declares,
“When the blast of the ruthless was like a winter rainstorm, the noise
of aliens like heat in a dry place, you subdued the heat with the shade
of clouds; the song of the ruthless was stilled” (Isa 25:4-5). In the same
way today, God wants to save us from the things that threaten us and
prevent us from living as God’s people.
Finally, Isaiah affirms that God saves us for something. The prophet
uses practical imagery to describe the future God prepares for us.
Isaiah’s description of a great feast at which God will provide for his
people “well-aged wines” and “rich food filled with marrow” depicts a
bountiful supply of the best food and drink available (Isa 25:6). Still
today, God wants us to experience the fullness of the abundant life that
Jesus, our Savior, makes available to us.
TAKING GOD SERIOUSLY
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Isaiah 45:1-7

Although this lesson comes from the book of Isaiah as the two previous
lessons do, we find ourselves in a different situation beginning in
chapter 40. The scene changes, the mood changes, and the message
changes. The scene moves to the time of Babylonian supremacy instead
of the earlier Assyrian rule. The mood radiates hope instead of despair.
The word from the Lord brings comfort instead of condemnation. We
see such a marked change between Isaiah 1–39 and Isaiah 40–66 that
most scholars recognize these as at least two separate books (some
scholars also separate Isaiah 56–66 from Isaiah 40—55). Whatever you
think about the idea of one or multiple “Isaiahs,” we can affirm that
the prophecy in our text takes place in the later period of Babylonian
supremacy.
Assyria, which ruled that section of the world in the eighth and
into the seventh centuries BC, defeated the northern kingdom of Israel
in 721 BC. During the following decades, a three-cornered contest for
world supremacy existed between Assyria, Babylon, and Egypt. The
Babylonians and Medes broke the power of Assyria in 612 BC with
the defeat of Nineveh. Babylon then crushed Egypt in the battle of
Carchemish in 605 BC ( Jer 46:2-12). Having defeated her two most
powerful enemies, Babylon turned her attention to other conquests.
Eventually, Babylon invaded the southern kingdom of Judah and
destroyed Jerusalem in 586 BC. This led to what we know as the Babylonian captivity where the leaders of Judah suffered decades of captivity
in Babylonian territory.
But now Isaiah pronounces a word of hope from God: “Comfort,
O Comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem,
and cry to her that she has served her term, that her penalty is paid”
(Isa 40:1-2). He then explains that God will deliver the Jewish exiles
from Babylonian captivity and return them to their promised land
(Isa 44:26). In our text for this lesson, the prophet identifies the person
God calls to bring about this deliverance.
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GOD’S CALL
Isaiah 45:1-3a
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We sometimes think that God calls only people who display a high
moral quality to carry out the work of his kingdom. However, a quick
survey of the Old Testament disabuses us of that opinion, for God often
calls individuals with moral flaws who seem unfit for the task to which
God calls them. Imagine a pulpit committee bringing a report to the
church on possible pastoral candidates from the Old Testament. Take
Adam, for example. The committee might report that he has problems
with his wife and that rumors suggest he and his wife enjoy walking
nude in the woods. Take Joseph. The committee might report that he
is a braggart who feels entitled to receive special adulation and that he
has a prison record. Take Moses. The committee might report that he is
a poor communicator. He often blows his stack and acts rashly. Some
even say he left an earlier location over a murder charge. Or take David.
The committee might identify him as a gifted leader. Yet he committed
adultery with his neighbor’s wife and arranged her husband’s murder.
You get the idea.
However, none of God’s choices listed above elicits as much surprise
as the one in our text when God calls Cyrus to deliver Israel from their
Babylonian captivity. Who is Cyrus? Cyrus came to power in Persia in
559 BC. He quickly defeated the Median king, Astyages, and took over
his territory. In 546 BC, he vanquished the Lydian king Croesus and
took control of Lydia. He then launched an assault on Babylon and
conquered Babylon in 539 BC. He eventually created a vast Persian
empire before his death in 530 BC. Cyrus was a pagan king who accumulated great power by his military acumen.
The prophet tells us that God anoints this Cyrus to bring about
the deliverance of the Jewish people from their exile and return them
to their land (45:1). Why is Cyrus such a surprising choice to be Israel’s
deliverer? We find the answer to that question in the juxtaposition of
the word “anointed” with a pagan king who does not believe in Israel’s
God. The word “anointed” means to be separated for special service to
God. The biblical writers use this word to describe Saul (1 Sam 10:1)
and David (2 Sam 12:7) as God anoints them to be king over Israel.
Isaiah uses this same term to describe the assignment given to the
promised Messiah (Isa 61:1-2), a prediction that Jesus will say points to
him (Lk 4:17-19). Yet, in our text, the prophet uses this same term to
refer to the pagan king Cyrus.
God not only calls this pagan king to fulfill a special assignment
on God’s behalf but also promises to go before him and remove any
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obstacles to his accomplishments as he progresses from one victory
to another (45:2). The prophet’s language here echoes his description of God’s preparation for the coming Messiah. About the coming
Messiah, the prophet declares that “every valley shall be raised up, every
mountain and hill made low; the rough ground shall become level, the
rugged places a plain” (Isa 40:4). About Cyrus, the prophet declares that
God “will go before you and level the mountains” and “break in pieces
the doors of bronze and cut through the bars of iron” (45:2). In other
words, God will provide the same assistance for this pagan king that
God will provide for the promised Messiah.
Further, God pledges to reward Cyrus as he moves from one victory
to another (45:3). God promises to give him “the treasures of darkness.”
This refers to the “riches hidden in secret places” that the kings of
these great empires hide to have at their disposal when they need them.
When Cyrus sweeps through one country after another, all these hidden
treasures will be exposed and will come into Cyrus’s possession. So
God calls this pagan king Cyrus to carry out a special assignment. God
promises to prepare the way for him and to richly reward him for his
effort.

GOD’S PURPOSE
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Isaiah 45:3b-4

Why would God do such a thing? The prophet identifies two purposes
for God’s intervention on Cyrus’s behalf. The first purpose relates to
Cyrus, the king of Persia. The prophet declares to Cyrus that God will
anoint him and use him to carry out God’s purpose “so that you may
know that it is I, the LORD, the God of Israel, who call you by your
name” (45:3b). God wants Cyrus to understand that it is God who will
enable the king’s endless string of victories and not Cyrus himself. It is
God who gives him his victories. It is God who fills his pockets with the
riches of the defeated nations. God wants him to understand that even
he, the great king Cyrus, functions under the sovereignty of the Lord
God of Israel.
The second purpose relates to Israel. God does not anoint Cyrus
and enable him to win these lucrative victories for Cyrus’s sake. Instead,
God empowers Cyrus to accomplish these victories, particularly the
victory over Babylon, “for the sake of my servant Jacob, and Israel my
chosen” (45:4). God wants Cyrus to free the Hebrew exiles from Babylonian captivity and release them to return to their promised land. In
the opening verses of his book, Ezra reveals that Cyrus got the message.
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He understood that he moved under the power of Israel’s God and that
he accomplished these great defeats for the sake of the Hebrew exiles.
Ezra explains, “Thus says King Cyrus of Persia: The LORD, the God of
heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth, and he has charged
me to build him a house at Jerusalem in Judah” (Ezr 1:2). Cyrus not only
allowed the Hebrew exiles to return home but also ordered the Babylonians themselves to provide silver and gold and other goods, including
freewill offerings, to enable the returning exiles to rebuild their temple
when they arrived back in their homeland (Ezr 1:3-4).
Notice that the prophet acknowledges twice that God calls Cyrus
“by your name” (45:3, 4). Some translators suggest that we should
translate the phrase, in both instances, “by an honored name.” In other
words, God calls Cyrus “by an honored name” because he is the instrument by which God will free God’s people and bring them back into
their homeland.

GOD’S SOVEREIGNTY
Isaiah 45:5-7
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The prophet concludes this section of our text by affirming the central
message in his proclamation of the deliverance of Israel through Cyrus.
The central message is not that Cyrus has an honored name because
of what he will do. Nor is the central message that God has a unique
concern for Israel and thus will not allow the captives to remain in exile
in a foreign land. The ultimate purpose of God’s deliverance of Israel
through the pagan king Cyrus is to highlight God’s own sovereignty.
God is not just another local god ruling over a single nation. God
is instead the one and only God who created and rules over all nations.
“I am the LORD, and there is no other,” God broadcasts through his
prophet. “Besides me there is no god” (45:5). The prophet reaffirms
this truth in another passage when he writes, “O LORD of hosts, God
of Israel, who are enthroned above the cherubim, you are God, you
alone, of all the kingdoms of the earth; you have made heaven and
earth” (Isa 37:16). Cyrus and his armies are players in a drama directed
by God as God enables them to succeed over the other nations so that
God can accomplish God’s plan through Israel. The theme of this play
is not “Cyrus is great” but “God is great.” God reminds Cyrus, “I arm
you, though you do not know me” (45:5).
The prophet follows his assertion that Cyrus does not know the
God of Israel who is working through the unfolding international
drama with the declaration “so that they may know” (45:6). Probably,

38

October 18, 2020

the prophet means that God initiated this action before Cyrus recognized God or God’s sovereignty. However, after Cyrus’s success, he
acknowledges that that the God of Israel gave him success and he also
seems to know the reason why (Ezr 1:1-4). Without affirming his belief
in the God of Israel, the king of Persia acknowledges that the God of
Israel called him and empowered him to facilitate the release of the
Hebrew exiles. Isaiah concludes our text with an affirmation of the
sovereignty of the God of Israel (45:7).
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CONCLUSION
What lessons can we learn from our text? Our text reminds us that
God always accomplishes God’s purpose. Floundering in Babylonian
captivity, the Hebrew exiles no doubt wondered why God had not
released them from their bondage so they could go back home. Seen
from the perspective of their problems, it seemed as if God had failed.
The prophet reminds Israel in our text that God’s purpose never fails.
Our text also reminds us of the sovereignty of God. All things
and all kingdoms come under God’s control. God is not just another
national God in a pantheon of equal national deities. God is the Lord
God, the one who is omnipotent over all. In our day when many kingdoms on this earth seem to be the powers that move the world, we
need to remind ourselves that under, behind, and through it all runs
the omnipotent power of God. Someday the kingdoms of this world
will become the kingdom of God and of his Christ, and God will reign
forever and ever.
Finally, our text reminds us that God sometimes works in mysterious ways. God works in ways that at times we cannot comprehend and
at other times in ways we cannot believe. The story in our text reminds
us that we cannot put God in a box. We cannot limit God. We cannot
predict God. God will act in the way God needs to act to accomplish
God’s ultimate purpose. Sometimes God’s ways are mysterious.
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Leviticus 19:1-2, 9-18

We are familiar with the word “requirement” because it plays an
important role in our everyday lives, but it is not so easy to define the
word. Sometimes we use it in the sense of a prerequisite, something we
must do “in order to” participate in something. For example, we must
fulfill certain requirements before we can vote in public elections, gain
admission to a university, or obtain a passport. At other times we use
the word in the sense of an obligation, something we must do “because”
we are participants in something. For example, as students we are
required to attend class and as employees we are required to show up
for work.
The second definition of the word “requirement” comes into play
in our lesson for this week, titled “The Lord’s Requirements.” The book
of Leviticus provides lists of requirements for God’s people. However,
these are not prerequisites the people of Israel must fulfill in order to
become God’s people. Instead, they are obligations the people of Israel
must fulfill because they are God’s people. We can summarize these
requirements in two words: holiness and helpfulness. Let us look more
closely at the book of Leviticus.

HOLINESS

Leviticus 19:1-2
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Whenever we decide to read the Bible from cover to cover, we usually
bog down when we come to Leviticus. The grandeur of Genesis
and the dramatic twists and turns of Exodus hold our attention. In
contrast, reading through Leviticus seems like reviewing a ledger full
of numbers. However, to Israel the book of Leviticus holds a unique
position, for it outlines the requirements God places on them as
God’s people. The heart of the book of Leviticus is the Holiness Code,
contained in chapters 17–26. Our text for this lesson comes from this
section of the book.
We should not skip too quickly over the opening words of our text:
“The LORD spoke to Moses, saying…” (19:1). This statement reminds
us that the requirements Moses lists in our text do not derive from
a consensus of the leading citizens of Israel. Instead, these are divine
mandates, and thus the chosen people must give them their utmost
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attention. Notice also that Moses announces these requirements to “all
the congregation of the people of Israel” (19:2). In other words, Moses
does not present here a mode of behavior for those who want to reach
a higher moral level than the ordinary citizens of Israel. Instead, these
requirements apply to everyone in the nation of Israel. To underscore
the importance of these requirements, Moses follows with an entire
chapter in which he identifies the penalties that will come to those who
neglect these requirements (Lev 20).
Moses begins with a call to holiness. He declares this message from
God: “You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy” (19:2). The
Old Testament often speaks of ceremonial holiness, being set apart
or dedicated to holy services. We see this kind of holiness when King
Hezekiah issues this command to the Levities: “Sanctify yourselves, and
sanctify the house of the LORD, the God of your ancestors, and carry
out the filth from the holy place” (2 Chr 29:5). To “sanctify” themselves
means to dedicate themselves to holy services. But God has more than
that in mind in issuing the command through Moses for the people to
be “holy.” God has in mind ethical holiness, freedom from anything
that is evil or anything that will disrupt their relationship with God.
The New Testament writers clarify what ethical holiness looks like.
For example, in his letter to the Thessalonian Christians, Paul defines
holiness as a life that shuns immorality and impurity (1 Thess 4:3-7).
John strikes the same note in the book of Revelation when he contrasts
a holy person with those who do evil and live lives that are filthy (Rev
22:11). For God’s people to be holy, then, means they should remove
from their lives anything that will prevent them from relating to and
serving God. Holiness thus has to do with our relationship with God.
Moses presents this as the first requirement for God’s people. They are
to be holy so they can properly relate to God, because God is holy. As
one preacher expressed it, “Holiness is nothing less than conformity to
the character of God” ( Jerry Bridges, The Pursuit of Holiness [Colorado
Springs, CO: NavPress, 2006], 9).

HELPFULNESS

Leviticus 19:9-18
As important as holiness is to those who want to live as God’s people,
it does not complete the scope of God’s requirements. In the Ten
Commandments, which seem to provide the background for this
passage in Leviticus 19, God identifies two dimensions of requirements: those that have to do with our relationship with God and
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those that deal with our relationships with the people around us. Our
text reflects both the vertical and horizontal dimension. As the word
“holiness” summarizes the vertical dimension of our relationship with
God, the word “helpfulness” summarizes the horizontal dimension
of our relationships with the people around us. Beginning in verse 9,
Moses describes several circumstances in which God’s people are to be
governed by the principle of helpfulness.
How can God’s people reflect helpfulness in relationship to the
poor? Moses explains that the people can make provisions for the poor
when they harvest their crops (19:9-10). When the harvesters reap their
land, they are to leave the edges and the corners unharvested so that the
poor can gather the remains. In addition, after the harvesters have gone
through the field collecting the harvest, they are not to make a second
sweep across the land to pick up what was missed or what fell out of
the hands of the harvesters. Instead, they are to leave this for the poor
to pick up for their own use. Ruth will take advantage of this practice
when she returns with her mother-in-law Naomi from Moab (Ruth 2:2).
How can God’s people reflect helpfulness in relationship to their
neighbors? God’s people can respect the property of their neighbors
and deal with them honestly (Lev 19:11-12). Moses reflects upon two
levels of dishonesty. At the first level, we simply say something that
is not true (“You shall not lie to one another,” 19:11). At the second
level, we attempt to convince our neighbor of the truth of our words by
swearing on the name of God (19:12). At this second level, we not only
deceive our neighbor; we also dishonor God. Instead of deceiving our
neighbors, we must tell the truth.
How can God’s people reflect helpfulness in relationship to those
with whom they work? God’s people can treat them fairly (19:13). We
not only steal from others when we take something that belongs to
them without their consent. We also steal from others when, as an
employer, we do not pay our employees regularly and fairly.
How can God’s people reflect helpfulness in relationship to
those who suffer from disabilities (19:14)? The terms “deaf ” and
“blind” probably represent other disabilities as well. When we curse
a deaf person or put stumbling blocks in the way of a blind person,
we create additional problems for them in an already largely inaccessible world. Instead of making their lives more difficult, we can try
to make them easier.
How can God’s people reflect helpfulness in relationship to people
of different social levels? God’s people can react with kindness to every
person, regardless of their status in society (19:15). On one end of the
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social spectrum stand the “great,” who by their accomplishments gain
status in the eyes of others. On the other end of the social spectrum
stand the “poor” who have no clout in the eyes of others. We should
treat those on both ends of the social scale in the same way.
God’s people can also reflect helpfulness by refusing to spread
slander about others (19:16). The word translated “slanderer” appears
only six times in the Old Testament (including the reference in our
text). None of the other instances clarifies whether this word being
spread is untrue or if it is simply unkind. The final sentence in Leviticus
19:16 in the New International Version suggests the latter interpretation, for that translation implies that “slander” is “anything that
endangers your neighbor’s life,” whether it is a lie or the truth.
In addition, God’s people can reflect helpfulness by not allowing
anger against their neighbors to build up (19:17-18). Here, the biblical
writer seems to dig beneath the surface, as Jesus later does in the
Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5:21-46) when he reminds us that our faith
must not only control our words and actions but must also transform the emotions and feelings out of which those words and actions
come. Our text implies the same thing. When we have conflict with our
neighbor, the best strategy is to confront the person with our grievance.
Better to talk about the issue and seek reconciliation than to allow
the hurt to smolder until it erupts in an act of vengeance against our
neighbor.
These few examples in our text represent only a small portion of
the passages in Leviticus and in the rest of Scripture that reflect on
our relationship with others, but they are enough to remind us of this
second dimension of requirements. Jesus provides the quintessential
expression of the two levels of requirements when responding to the
lawyer’s question: “Teacher, which commandment in the law is the
greatest?” (Mt 22:36). Jesus answers, “‘You shall love the Lord your God
with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This
is the greatest and first commandment. And a second is like it: ‘You
shall love your neighbor as yourself.’” And then he adds, “On these two
commandments hang all the law and the prophets” (Mt 22:37-40).
In expressing these two dimensions of God’s requirements, Jesus
quotes from the final verse of our text (19:18). We can couple this
statement with the opening statement in our text and capture the
requirements of God’s people in two phrases. In relationship to God,
this is our requirement: “You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God
am holy” (19:2). In relationship to those around us, this is our requirement: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself ” (19:18). But we need
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to recognize that these are not prerequisites we must fulfill in order
to become God’s people. Instead, they are obligations we must fulfill
because we are God’s people.

CONCLUSION
What lessons can we learn from these ancient laws of Israel? To begin
with, these laws remind us that our commitment to God should affect
every dimension and every relationship of our lives. The comprehensive scope of the laws in Leviticus is striking. Our responsibility to live
as members of God’s covenant people influences every dimension of
our personal lives and every relationship in our public lives. The scope
of our faith does not allow us to compartmentalize our lives into the
sacred dimension and the secular dimension.
These laws also remind us of the importance of our treatment of
others. The life of faith is not just about our relationship with God. We
must also reflect our faith in our relationships with others. We cannot
hate others and love God at the same time. We cannot claim to be
committed to God and at the same time be unconcerned about others
who are around us.
In addition, these laws call for a certain level of consistency in our
lives. We cannot treat some people one way and then treat others in a
different way. We cannot be loving in one situation but then unconcerned in another situation. Because our response to others is not to be
determined by our relationship with them but by our relationship with
God, we should reflect in every situation the same level of commitment
and compassion.
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Humbling Ourselves
November 1, 2020

Matthew 23:1-12

One of Aesop’s fables tells a story about a group of mice who decide
they need to be better organized, so they select some leaders to devise
innovative ways to find food and to escape from the house cat. As
time passes, however, the mice leaders become caught up in their own
self-importance, convinced that they should have special privileges
and receive special adulation since they are the leaders. To achieve that
end, they begin to wear colorful uniforms with lots of medals and tall
hats so that all the other mice will recognize them when they walk by.
But then one day the cat launches a surprise attack. All the mice run
for cover. Unfortunately, the mice leaders are so weighed down by their
numerous medals that they can barely run. The few leaders who make
it to the escape holes cannot pass through them because their hats are
too tall. Consequently, the hungry cat enjoys a satisfying feast of mice
leaders that day. Aesop’s story illustrates the warning issued by the
author of Proverbs: “Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit
before a fall” (Prov 16:18). The same theme runs through the story in
our text for this lesson.

THE PHARISEES’ POSITION

THE DISCIPLE’S LIFE

Matthew 23:1-3a

In the previous chapter of the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus talks to the
Pharisees and the other religious leaders of the day. In our text for this
lesson, Jesus talks about the Pharisees to the disciples (23:1). Matthew
also mentions the scribes, who are experts in copying, preserving,
and teaching God’s word. However, Mark 2:16 implies that most of
the scribes are also Pharisees, so we will focus our attention on the
Pharisees.
Modern-day Christians are predisposed against the Pharisees
because some of them were complicit in Jesus’ death on the cross
and resisted the initial expansion of the Christian movement. Consequently, we often forget that “Pharisee” was not a pejorative term
in the first-century Palestinian world, but rather a prestigious term.
The Pharisees were the most respected Jewish religious group in
first-century Palestine. The Pharisees impressed their fellow citizens
with their zealous commitment to the law, and they influenced these
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citizens by their interpretation of the law and their application of the
law to every aspect of their lives. This gave them much influence on the
religious life of the people.
Jesus’ statement in our text seems to confirm the Pharisees’ importance as he tells the crowd and his disciples that “the scribes and the
Pharisees sit on Moses’ seat” (23:2). To “sit on Moses’ seat” means
that they are Moses’ successors in teaching the law of God. We can
interpret Jesus’ statement in two ways. On the one hand, Jesus may be
commending the Pharisees because they seek to communicate to the
people the basic truths of the law of God. On the other hand, Jesus may
be condemning the Pharisees with this statement. In this case, Jesus
asserts that even though God grants the Pharisees the responsibility for
leading Israel during this crucial time by putting them “on Moses’ seat,”
they evidently fail their assignment.
In either case, Jesus instructs the crowds and the disciples to “do
whatever they teach you and follow it” (23:3a). We find this statement
troubling because of Jesus’ strong condemnation of the Pharisees’
teaching in other places. For example, in Matthew 15:6, Jesus hurls this
accusation at the Pharisees: “for the sake of your tradition, you make
void the word of God.” Does Jesus suggest in our text that even though
the Pharisees distort the law at times, they nevertheless do occasionally
present the truths of God’s law? When that happens, Jesus instructs the
disciples and the crowds to follow these truths. That is one explanation
of Jesus’ statement in Matthew 23:3a. It is also possible that Jesus is
being ironic. In other words, Jesus does not really mean that the crowds
and his disciples should follow what the Pharisees teach. We might say
he utters this statement “with tongue in cheek.” In the following verses,
Jesus explains why he does not really want them to follow what the
Pharisees teach.

THE PHARISEES’ PROBLEM
Matthew 23:3b-7

THE DISCIPLE’S LIFE

However we interpret Jesus’ instructions to follow the teaching of the
Pharisees (23:3a), we cannot miss the clear meaning of what follows in
this section of the text. He warns the crowds and the disciples not to do
what the Pharisees do (23:3b) because they have problems.
The first problem Jesus identifies is hypocrisy. Jesus explains that
“they do not practice what they teach” (23:3c). A hypocrite plays a part.
Hypocrites present to the outward world an image of themselves that
conflicts with who they are on the inside. In the case of the Pharisees,
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they claim with their lips that they believe in the law, but they prove by
their actions that they do not. As Jesus explains in the list of “woes”
that follows our text, “You clean the outside of the cup and of the plate,
but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence” (Mt 23:25). The
Pharisees disguise themselves as true followers of the law when they are
not followers of the law. Their problem is hypocrisy.
Jesus then identifies a second problem of the Pharisees: callousness.
Callous people do not care about the well-being of others. Instead, they
care only about their own comfort. In the case of the Pharisees, Jesus
explains, “They tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on the
shoulders of others; but they themselves are unwilling to lift a finger to
move them” (23:4). Jesus probably has in mind their expansion of the
law with so many additional regulations that people never know if they
are fulfilling the law. Instead of liberating them to enjoy their lives as
God’s children under the guidance of God’s law, these regulations place
unbearable burdens on the people. Writer and activist George Bernard
Shaw (1856–1950) claimed that the worst sin of humanity is not hate
but indifference. Jesus accuses the Pharisees of this same kind of indifference toward the needs of others. The Pharisees use the law to provide
for their own comfort rather than using it as an incentive for taking
care of others. Their problem is callousness.
Jesus focuses on a third problem of the Pharisees: pride. Jesus
addresses this issue in three verses (23:5-7). He accuses the Pharisees
of directing the attention of the people toward themselves instead of
directing it toward God, seeking for themselves the honor that belongs
to God. Why do they do this? Jesus explains: “They do all their deeds to
be seen by others” (23:5). He follows the indictment with specific examples of their insatiable desire for attention. They display their religious
symbols in the most obtrusive way (23:5), they claim the best seats
available so their religious posturing will be on display to all the people
(23:6), and they demand that the people greet them with the proper
respect and address them with the proper titles (23:7). In other words,
the Pharisees divert attention from God and refuse to direct any attention to those in need because they are so focused on drawing attention
to themselves. Their problem is pride.
Because of these problems, Jesus dismisses the Pharisees as teachers
of the law. Because they are so enamored with human applause, they
no longer seem to care about the approval of God on their lives. Consequently, Jesus warns the crowds and the disciples, “do not do as they
do” (23:3).
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JESUS’ INSTRUCTION
Matthew 23:8-12
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Jesus now issues instructions to the disciples on how he wants them to
behave. Notice that his expectation for those who follow him contrasts
with the behavior exhibited by the religious leaders of the day. Jesus
identifies three titles of distinction that the Pharisees apparently crave
from the people: rabbi (teacher), father, and instructor (23:8-10). Jesus
does not deny that some people are indeed teachers. Paul later claims
that God appoints some to be teachers (1 Cor 12:28), and he even
places himself in this group (2 Tim 1:11). And some are spiritual
fathers to others. Paul refers to himself as the father of the Corinthians
(1 Cor 4:15) and calls Timothy “my loyal child in the faith” (1 Tim 1:2).
The Greek word translated “instructors” (23:10) carries the idea of a
guide, and some people do provide guidance to others. Jesus does not
condemn the religious leaders for being teachers or spiritual fathers or
guides. He condemns them for craving the honor that comes with those
positions when they do not fulfill the requirements of the positions.
Jesus follows his warning to the crowd about craving honor and
recognition with two proverbs. The first proverb succinctly states, “The
greatest among you will be your servant” (23:11). When James and John
request that Jesus give them the honor of being at his right and left
hand, Jesus thunders out the reminder that in the kingdom of God,
greatness is not demonstrated by lording it over others, but rather by
being their servant, and he presents himself as the primary example of
this principle (Mk 10:35-44).
The second proverb, in slightly varying forms, appears throughout
Scripture (Prov 29:23; Lk 14:11; Lk 18:14). Jesus declares, “All who exalt
themselves will be humbled, and all who humble themselves will be
exalted” (23:12). Herod Agrippa I illustrates the negative dimension
of this proverb (“all who exalt themselves will be humbled”) in Acts
12:21-23. Herod dresses in his royal best and pronounces his words
of wisdom, evoking from the crowd chants of praise to him as a god
and not as a mortal. The biblical writer tells us, “And immediately,
because he had not given the glory to God, an angel of the Lord struck
him down” (Acts 12:23). We find in Scripture no better example of the
positive dimension of this proverb (“all who humble themselves will
be exalted”) than in the widow who gives her offering in the temple
(Mk 12:41-44). Amid the wealthy givers who call attention to themselves
as they reveal the largess of their offerings, a poor widow slips into the
temple to present her meager offering so unobtrusively that no one but
Jesus notices her. Her gift seems so insignificant that it appears to be
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nothing when compared to that of the rich worshipers who have given
so much. Yet Jesus magnifies her gift as being greater than all the offerings of the wealthy (Mk 12:43).

CONCLUSION
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What lessons can we learn from Jesus’ teachings in our text? To begin
with, Jesus reminds us that the Christian’s goal is not recognition. False
religious leaders like to draw attention to themselves, demand that
others honor them as being special, constantly exert their authority
in the church, use their position for advancement in society, use their
authority to take advantage of people, and try to impress others with
how religious they are. Jesus warns us not to be that kind of religious
leader.
Instead, Jesus suggests that the Christian’s goal is service. Jesus tells
the disciples, “The greatest among you will be your servant” (Mt 23:11).
He expands on this idea in Matthew 20:24-28 in response to the request
of the mother of James and John that they be given positions of honor
on his right and left hand. Jesus reminds them that this is not the goal
for those who follow him. Instead, Jesus responds, “Whoever wishes to
be first among you must be your slave; just as the Son of Man came not
to be served but to serve” (Mt 20:27-28).
Finally, Jesus warns us of the danger of pride. Pride diverts our
attention from God, distracts us from the life of service to which Jesus
calls us, and directs us onto a pathway that will ultimately lead to our
destruction. We should heed the warning with which our text ends: “All
who exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who humble themselves
will be exalted” (Mt 23:12).
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Being Ready
November 8, 2020

Matthew 25:1-13

When God assigned Moses to bring the Hebrews out of Egypt, Pharaoh
adamantly opposed Moses’ request. Pharaoh’s refusal ignited a series of
disasters that we refer to as the Ten Plagues. Pharaoh resisted the first
nine plagues, but God knew he would not resist the final plague when
the death angel passed through Egypt and struck down every firstborn
in the land. God wanted the Hebrew captives to be ready to move out as
soon as Pharaoh relented, so God instructed them to purify themselves
by celebrating the Passover meal. And then God gave this directive
through Moses: “This is how you shall eat it: your loins girded, your
sandals on your feet, and your staff in your hand” (Ex 12:11). In other
words, God wanted them to eat the meal with their traveling clothes on.
Something important was about to happen, and God wanted them to
be ready.
This same sense of urgency drives the parable included in our text
for this lesson. We usually identify it as the parable of the ten virgins or
the parable of the ten bridesmaids. Jesus uses parables for two reasons:
to expose and to illustrate. Some parables expose the follies of those
who oppose the kingdom of God or who demonstrate behavior not
appropriate for the kingdom of God, like the parable of the rich farmer
(Lk 12:13-21). Other parables illustrate ideas and behavior that befit
those who embrace the kingdom of God, like the parable of the good
Samaritan (Lk 10:25-39). The parable we are considering in this lesson
does both. It exposes the shortsightedness of the five foolish bridesmaids who have not prepared for an unexpected turn of events. On the
other hand, it illustrates the proper sense of readiness demonstrated by
the five wise bridesmaids.

Matthew 25:1-4

This story in the beginning of chapter 25 starts with a standard New
Testament introduction to parables: “Then the kingdom of heaven will
be like this” (25:1). Notice that Matthew uses the term “the kingdom of
heaven” instead of the phrase used in Mark and Luke: “the kingdom of
God.” Why does he do this? Perhaps Matthew wants to avoid whatever
political association was attached to the idea of “the kingdom of God.”
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Matthew may use “the kingdom of heaven” rather than “the kingdom
of God” because of the Jewish practice of avoiding direct reference to
God. Whatever the reason, the two terms seem to be interchangeable.
But what is the kingdom of heaven like? Jesus answers that question in
his parables.
In this parable, Jesus uses an easily identifiable scene to illustrate the
kingdom of heaven. Everyone listening to him recognized the wedding
customs of the day. The groom and groomsmen go to the bride’s house,
where she is waiting along with her bridesmaids. The couple then leads
a grand procession back to the house where they will reside. No streetlights dispel the darkness of the streets in a first-century Palestinian
city. Instead, the bridesmaids provide illumination with the lamps they
carry as they accompany the wedding party.
In the wedding Jesus describes in the parable, ten bridesmaids will
provide the illumination for the wedding party as it moves from one
location to another. Jesus identifies two groups among the bridesmaids.
One group he labels “wise” and the other group he labels “foolish”
(25:2). He then clarifies what these labels mean. He calls one group of
bridesmaids “foolish” because, when they take their lamps to the bride’s
house, “they took no oil with them” (25:3). He identifies the other group
of bridesmaids as “wise” because, when they take their lamps to the
bride’s house, they “took flasks of oil with their lamps” (25:4).
These wise bridesmaids do not know they will need extra oil. They
do not expect the bridegroom to be late. Yet they take extra oil just
in case. Louis Pasteur (1822–1895) was known for his breakthrough
discoveries concerning the cause and prevention of disease. In response
to a critic who claimed that he made many of his discoveries by chance,
Pasteur retorted, “Yes, but chance favors a prepared mind.” The wise
bridesmaids were able to participate in the full wedding ceremony
because they were prepared.
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THE UNEXPECTED TWIST
Matthew 25:5-12

In his description of an ordinary domestic scene, Jesus adds a complication. The groom is late. Jesus does not tell us why he is late. Some
commentaries suggest that the bridegroom is held up finalizing the
arrangement for the marriage. Other commentaries claim that the
bridegroom’s late appearance is an attempt on his part to tease the
bridesmaids by keeping his arrival time a secret so that he might
surprise them. Matthew does not provide that information. He simply
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tells us that “the bridegroom was delayed” (25:5). As the bridegroom
extends his delay, the bridal party becomes weary and they fall asleep,
leaving their lamps unattended (25:5).
Suddenly at midnight, the groom appears (25:6). His appearance
immediately mobilizes the ten maidens to assume their responsibilities.
When they pick up their lamps, five of the bridesmaids face a serious
problem. Because they left their lamps burning during the long delay
while they slept, they have run out of oil (25:7). They frantically attempt
to remedy the situation. As their first option, the five bridesmaids who
have run out of oil try to persuade the other five bridesmaids to share
their oil (25:8). The five wise bridesmaids refuse because they do not
have any to share. As a second option, the five foolish maidens attempt
to buy some oil (25:9). While they look for extra oil, the bridegroom
leaves with the wedding party (25:10).
Do the five foolish bridesmaids ever find extra oil? Matthew does
not tell us. We can assume that since they return to the house where
the bride and groom are celebrating with the rest of their family and
friends, they have found the extra oil. However, they face another
problem at this point. The door has already been shut, and they are
not allowed to go in (25:11-12). They miss the party.
While parables normally communicate one central idea, this parable
reads like an allegory, for each part of the story has an obvious reference point. The ten bridesmaids are those who await the bridegroom,
Jesus. “Bridegroom” is a term often used in reference to Jesus, for
instance in Matthew 9:15 and John 3:29. The appearance of the bridegroom is an allusion to the second coming of Jesus. The bridegroom’s
delay reflects the delayed return of the Lord. The parable clarifies the
divergent results in the lives of those who believe and those who do
not believe by the five prepared bridesmaids who enjoy “the wedding
banquet” and the five unprepared bridesmaids who are left out in the
cold. The marriage feast represents the life of the age to come, described
in Luke 14:15-24 as a great and glorious feast. The closed door symbolizes the last judgment. Jesus makes a similar declaration in Luke
13:22-27. The cry of the foolish bridesmaids, “Lord, Lord,” as they try to
persuade the master to open the door to let them in (Mt 25:11) echoes
an earlier statement by Jesus when he says, “Not everyone who says to
me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one
who does the will of my Father in heaven” (Mt 7:21).
What does the extra oil stand for that proves our readiness for
the return of Christ? Perhaps the extra oil is faith. The writer of
Hebrews reminds us that “without faith it is impossible to please
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God” (Heb 11:6). After telling a parable about a widow whose persistent
faith draws a positive response from a recalcitrant judge, Jesus looks
to the future and raises the question, “And yet, when the Son of Man
comes, will he find faith on earth?” (Lk 18:8). Maybe the oil in the
parable refers to this kind of persistent faith.
Or maybe the extra oil is passion. The writer of Revelation asserts
that because the Christians at Laodicea were “lukewarm, and neither
cold nor hot,” Jesus wants to spit them out of his mouth (Rev 3:16).
Evangelist Dwight L. Moody (1837–1899) once put it this way: “There
are thousands of men who would become more useful in God’s
kingdom if they would wake up to this fact: it isn’t brains God wants—
it is the heart.” Perhaps the oil in Jesus’ story represents passion.
Or perhaps the extra oil is love. Jesus does tell the disciples in his
final dialogue that love is the mark of genuine discipleship. “By this
everyone will know that you are my disciples,” Jesus asserts, “if you have
love for one another” ( Jn 13:35). St. John of the Cross (AD 1542–1591)
once said that “at the evening of our day we shall be judged by our
loving.” To forget the priority of love is to be unprepared to meet the
one who is love.

THE INESCAPABLE LESSON
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Matthew 25:13

Despite the allegorical certainties of some aspects of the parable and the
allegorical possibilities of others, Jesus presents the heart of the story
in the closing admonition: “Keep awake therefore, for you know neither
the day nor the hour” (25:13). One commentator suggests, “The parable
is an allegory about spiritual preparedness, not a lesson on the golden
rule” (David E. Garland, Reading Matthew: A Literary and Theological
Commentary, Reading the New Testament [Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys,
2001], 245). In other words, Jesus does not outline in this parable a set
of moral actions to follow. Instead, he calls for a life of preparedness for
his return that can happen at any time.
The New Testament often affirms the suddenness and unexpectedness of the second coming of Christ. Jesus concludes the parable of the
faithful and wicked slaves with the declaration, “the master of that slave
will come on a day when he does not expect him and at an hour that
he does not know” (Mt 24:50), an allusion to the second coming. In
another of his parables, Jesus warns, “Beware, keep alert; for you do not
know when the time will come” (Mk 13:33). In his letter to the Thessalonian Christians Paul confirms the same truth. He writes, “For you
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yourselves know very well that the day of the Lord will come like a thief
in the night” (1 Thess 5:2). As we live our life on this earth, we need to
live with our traveling clothes on. Someday something spectacular is
going to happen, and we do not want to miss it.

CONCLUSION
What lessons can we learn from this parable? From Jesus, we learn that
someday he will return to consummate God’s kingdom and gather
his people to himself. We do not know when it will happen, but we do
know two things. We know that it will most certainly come, and we
know that when it happens it will be too late to prepare for it. Martin
Luther once offered this philosophy of life: “Live like Christ died
yesterday, rose today, and is coming tomorrow.” That is a good philosophy to embrace.
From the foolish bridesmaids, we learn the folly of the unprepared
life. None of us plans to mess up our lives. Unfortunately, few of us
plan not to mess up our lives. Opportunities come, but they pass us by
because we neither expect them nor plan for them. This was the folly
of the five foolish bridesmaids. They did not prepare for whatever they
would face. As a result, they missed out on the party.
From the wise bridesmaids, we learn the value of discipline. Even
though they were going to a celebration, they did not forget to prepare
for their responsibilities as bridesmaids. They were ready for whatever
might happen. A reporter asked a well-known CEO to tell him the
secret of his success. He responded, “I never stopped trying to be qualified for the job.” This consistent preparation for whatever he might face
enabled him to rise to the top of his field and reap his rewards. The wise
bridesmaids reflect the same discipline.
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Using Our Gifts
November 15, 2020

Matthew 25:14-30

In November 1777, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart wrote this letter to his
father: “Dearest Papa. I cannot write in verse, for I am no poet. I cannot
arrange words and phrases artistically so as to produce effects of light
and shade, for I am no painter. Even by signs and gestures I cannot
express my thoughts and feelings, for I am no dancer. But I can do so
through sounds, for I am a composer” (Michel Parouty, Mozart: From
Child Prodigy to Tragic Hero [New York: Harry N. Abrams Publishers,
1993], 69). Mozart clearly understood his own strengths and weaknesses. He could do some things well, but not everything. He was gifted
in some areas, but not in every area. Based on his understanding,
Mozart provided for the world some of the most beautiful music ever
written because he recognized his gift and used it.
Jesus calls for a similar response in one of his best-known parables,
the parable of the talents. The parable features three slaves. To each the
master distributes gifts. The master does not give to each slave the same
amount of money. Yet he holds each slave accountable to use the gifts
they have. Let us look more closely at this familiar story.

THE DISTRIBUTION

THE DISCIPLE’S LIFE

Matthew 25:14-15

Notice that the introduction to this parable differs in form from the
introduction to the previous parable (Mt 25:1-13). Jesus begins the
previous parable with this statement: “Then the kingdom of heaven
will be like this” (Mt 25:1). Jesus begins the parable in our text with this
phrase: “For it is as if ” (25:14). Yet it is evident that the “it” in this verse
matches “the kingdom of heaven” in Matthew 25:1. Therefore, even
though different in form, we can conclude that Jesus means the parable
in our text to be a further description of life in the kingdom of heaven.
The master/slave dynamic was common in the first-century world,
so Jesus’ listeners understood the context of the story. Jesus tells us that
a master is “going on a journey,” so he summons his slaves and entrusts
his money to them (25:14). He gives his slaves some “talents” or coins,
five talents to one slave, two talents to a second slave, and one talent
to a third slave (25:15). Some commentators suggest that a talent was
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equivalent to approximately 6,000 denarii (a denarius was a day’s pay
for a laborer), so even one talent was a lot of money.
Notice that the master does not give each slave the same amount
of money. Jesus tells us, “To one he gave five talents, to another two, to
another one” (25:15). Why does he not give the same amount to each
slave? Why does he discriminate between them? Jesus explains that the
master distributes the gifts “to each according to his ability” (25:15).
So in this parable Jesus identifies three slaves to whom the master gives
sums of money appropriate to their ability to deal with that money.

THE APPLICATION
Matthew 25:16-18
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At this point, Jesus transitions from the distribution of the gifts to the
application of these gifts. He starts with the slave to whom the master
gives “five talents” (25:16). According to the statement in Matthew
25:15, this slave obviously demonstrates more ability than the other two
and thus receives a greater apportionment. The slave applies that ability
and doubles his treasure. Then Jesus describes the response of the slave
to whom the master gives “two talents” (25:17). This slave also applies
his ability to add two more talents to his treasure, doubling his investment like the first slave does. What do these two slaves do to multiply
their money? Our text says that the first slave “put his money to work,”
giving no further explanation (25:16, NIV). The text says that the
second slave “made” two more talents, again without explaining how
he does it (25:17).
Finally, Jesus mentions the third slave to whom the master gives
one talent (25:18). This slave immediately confirms the master’s
estimation that he is the least able of the three slaves. Instead of confidently exerting himself, he takes the path of least resistance. He digs
a hole in the ground and puts his money there for safekeeping. One
commentator suggests that he buries the money to hide it so that if the
master does not return, he will not have to give an account to anyone
for the money, but that explanation seems to go beyond Jesus’ intention. Jesus uses the slaves to demonstrate two different responses to the
gifts that come to us. We can use our talents to multiply blessings for
God, or we can neglect our talents in an attempt to rob God of God’s
rightful benefits.
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Matthew 25:19-30

The final section of the parable pictures the reckoning when the master
returns. Jesus says the master returns “after a long time” (25:19). In
relationship to the three slaves described in the parable, this phrase
suggests that the master stays away long enough for them to demonstrate their ability to increase the money he left with them. In the
context of the texts that precede (Mt 25:1-13) and follow (Mt 25:31-46)
this parable, it seems proper to also interpret this parable as a description of Jesus’ second coming. In that case, the phrase “after a long time”
reminds his listeners that Jesus’ return will not be immediate but will
come after a delay. In the parable, the master “settled accounts” (25:19)
with the three slaves. In the broader context, Jesus warns his listeners
that when Jesus returns, he will settle accounts with us.
The master deals first with the slave to whom he gave five talents
(25:20). This slave confidently reports his faithful and fruitful service.
The master gave him five talents. The slave used his skill and effort
to double the investment. He hands over ten talents to his master.
The master responds with exuberant praise. He reflects his approval
of this first slave by describing him as a “good and trustworthy slave”
(25:21). The word “good” suggests someone who is morally honorable
or pleasing to God. The word “trustworthy” describes someone who
is devoted to duty, someone who is reliable. Because this first slave is
“good” and “trustworthy,” the master rewards him. “You have been
trustworthy in a few things,” the master declares. “I will put you in
charge of many things” (25:21). The master then adds this invitation:
“enter into the joy of your master” (25:21). Jesus uses a similar phrase in
Matthew 18:3 when he warns his listeners that unless they become like
children, they will never “enter the kingdom of heaven.” This phrase
in our text carries an eschatological meaning and reminds us that the
parable is not just about a master in first-century Palestine settling
accounts with three of his slaves; it is also about the return of our
Master and his settling accounts with us. In the parable, Jesus discusses
what it will take to enter the eternal joy he will provide when he returns.
The master then deals with his second slave (25:22-23). The description of the master’s encounter with the second slave to whom he gave
two talents parallels the description of the encounter with the first
slave. In both instances, the slave doubles the amount of money given
to him. In both instances, the master expresses an exclamation of
approval. In both instances, the master calls his slave “good and
trustworthy.” To each slave, the master gives the same response:
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“You have been trustworthy in a few things, I will put you in charge of
many things.” And to each slave, the master issues the same invitation:
“enter into the joy of your master.”
The mood of the story changes, however, when the master deals
with the third slave, the one to whom he gave one talent (25:24).
Instead of confidently approaching the master with the good news of
his success, as the first two slaves did, this third slave offers a litany of
excuses to explain why he only returns to the master what he originally
received from him. Initially, this slave blames the master for his lack of
success (25:24). He calls his master “a harsh man” and attributes to him
an overbearing personality that no one can possibly satisfy. He then
blames himself (25:25). He admits that he was afraid and claims that his
unsure personality prevents him from taking any risks. He hands the
master the same one talent originally distributed to him.
The master responds immediately and harshly. We hear no “well
done” or “good and trustworthy” slave in this response. Instead, the
master describes this third man as a “wicked and lazy slave” (25:26).
Instead of paralyzing him into inactivity, the slave’s knowledge of
the master’s character should have prompted him to at least invest
the money so he could have earned some interest (25:27). This third
slave’s action reveals his true nature. He does not put the talent into
use because he is too lazy to exert himself. He buries the talent in the
ground because he is only concerned with his own security, not with
serving his master. Consequently, instead of triggering the master’s
praise, the action of this third slave incites his master’s rage.
We see two parallel tracks in the parable. On one track, this is a
parable about a master dealing with his slaves. The master takes the
talent from the unfaithful slave and gives it to the slave who brought
ten talents to the master (25:28). On another track, this is a parable
about the return of Christ when he will deal with all humanity. The
master (who represents the returning Christ) throws the unfaithful
slave “into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping and
gnashing of teeth” (25:30).
Folded into the conclusion of this parable we find a proverb about
the manner of divine retribution (25:29). How are we to understand
this proverb? Jesus seems to say that following a lifestyle of service that
also enriches our master will put us on a pathway that will continue
to enrich us spiritually. In contrast, following a lifestyle of slothfulness in which we never apply ourselves will not only prevent us from
being blessed now but will also prevent us from being blessed in the
future. One commentator suggests that this proverb affirms that in
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the kingdom of God, “Negligence is punished; diligence, rewarded”
(William Hendriksen, Matthew, New Testament Commentary [Grand
Rapids, MI: Baker, 1953]).

CONCLUSION

THE DISCIPLE’S LIFE

What lessons can we derive from this well-known parable of Jesus?
First, this parable explains the source of our abilities and opportunities. The abilities and opportunities we have come from God. As James
puts it in his epistle, “Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming
down from the Father of the heavenly lights” ( Jas 1:17, NIV).
The story also reminds us of the demand placed on us when we
receive these abilities and opportunities from God. Even though we
are not the source of these gifts, we are the stewards of these gifts. The
responsible use of their gifts distinguishes the first two slaves in Jesus’
parable from the last one. In the same way, Jesus expects us to take
advantage of the opportunities he provides to use the abilities he has
given us.
Finally, the story warns us of our accountability for how we use
these abilities and opportunities God gives us. As the three slaves in
the parable must give an account to their returning master of how they
used their talents, we must also give an account to our returning Lord
of how we used the abilities and opportunities God gave us. What a joy
it will be for us to hear from our Lord the same commendation given
in our parable to the two good and trustworthy servants: “Well done,
good and trustworthy slave; you have been trustworthy in a few things,
I will put you in charge of many things; enter into the joy of your
master” (Mt 25:21).

Practicing Compassion
November 22, 2020

Matthew 25:31-46

Determining our priorities is one of life’s greatest challenges. Thankfully, the New Testament addresses this issue by reminding us
repeatedly that our priority as Christians is to love one another. In his
Galatian epistle, Paul challenges his readers to “Bear one another’s
burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ” (Gal 6:2).
“The law of Christ” is the law of love. The writer of Hebrews asserts,
“Do not neglect to do good and to share what you have, for such sacrifices are pleasing to God” (Heb 13:16). James writes, “You do well if
you really fulfill the royal law according to the scripture, ‘You shall love
your neighbor as yourself ’” ( Jas 2:8). In his first epistle, Peter declares,
“Now that you have purified your souls by your obedience to the truth
so that you have genuine mutual love, love one another deeply from
the heart” (1 Pet 1:22). John echoes this thought when he concludes,
“Whoever says, ‘I am in the light,’ while hating a brother or sister, is still
in the darkness” (1 Jn 2:9). From every New Testament writer comes the
same declaration: the central priority of the Christian life is love or, as
the title for the lesson expresses it, compassion.
This same theme emanates from the parable in our text, known as
the parable of the sheep and the goats. In this parable of judgment,
Jesus depicts compassion as the foundational factor in our final day of
judgment before the returning Christ who sits “on the throne of his
glory” (Mt 25:31). Let us see how this idea works out in Jesus’ parable.

THE SEPARATION
Matthew 25:31-33
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The parable opens with a focus on “the Son of Man” (25:31) The
prophet Daniel speaks of a future personage that he labels the “Son
of Man” (Dan 7:13, NASB). Daniel’s “Son of Man” has authority
and power and glory, is worshiped by every nation, establishes an
everlasting kingdom, and eventually will return to earth. We also
see references to Jesus as the Son of Man in the New Testament. For
example, as the mob stones him to death, Stephen, gazing into heaven,
proclaims, “I see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing at
the right hand of God!” (Acts 7:56). The writer of Revelation also refers
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to the Son of Man in Revelation 14:14. However, most references to the
Son of Man in the New Testament come from Jesus himself. In these
self-declarations, Jesus claims that the Son of Man sits at the right hand
of God (Mt 26:64), that he will return “in his glory” (Mt 25:31), and
that he will distribute awards and punishment (Mt 16:27; 25:34-45).
The return of the Son of Man will precipitate a time of judgment. That
is the setting for our text.
Who will stand before the Son of Man in this day of judgment?
This judgment will include “all the nations” (25:32). Commentators
give various interpretations to that term “all the nations.” Some see
the word as a synonym for “heathen,” and thus Jesus has in mind all
nonbelievers. Others suggest that the term refers to all Christians
since the basis for this judgment is something only Christians would
know about. However, since the identical term is used in an obviously
universal sense in Matthew 28:19, that is probably the meaning of the
term here. “All the nations” means all humanity. Paul confirms this
universal nature of judgment in Romans 14:10 where he concludes,
“For we will all stand before the judgment seat of God.”
What will the Son of Man do when all people gather before him on
that day of judgment? Jesus says the Son of Man will divide the people
into two groups “as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats”
(25:32). In Jesus’ day, shepherds used their staffs to separate the goats
from the sheep because the two animals did not eat well together. In
the same way, Jesus affirms, the Son of Man will separate the goats
from the sheep on that day. He will place the sheep “at his right hand”
and the goats “at the left” (25:33).
The Bible consistently uses “the right hand” as a place of privilege
and blessing. For example, when Joseph seeks Jacob’s blessings on his
sons Manasseh and Ephraim, he wants Jacob to place his right hand
on his eldest son, Manasseh, but instead Jacob places his right hand on
Ephraim, indicating that he holds the position of privilege in relationship to the blessing (Gen 48:13-18). In his Roman epistle, Paul exalts
the Risen Christ “who is at the right hand of God, who indeed intercedes for us” (Rom 8:34). The right hand is a place of special blessing
and power and provision. When the Son of Man places the sheep at his
right hand, therefore, he places them in a privileged place. In contrast,
when he places the goats at his left hand, he denounces them. What will
happen to these two groups?

Practicing Compassion

61

THE EXPLANATION
Matthew 25:34-45
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The Son of Man invites the sheep “at his right hand” to come to the
throne and offers them “the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world” (25:34). He then explains why he has placed them
at his right hand and why he gives them eternal blessings: they have
displayed compassion to those in need.
The Son of Man identifies six situations of need: hunger, thirst,
alienation, nakedness, sickness, and imprisonment (25:35-36). The Son
of Man—that is, Jesus—claims that he was in each of those situations of
need, and in each case the righteous, those who now stand at his right
hand, met his need. The needs listed here, of course, are representative
needs, not an exhaustive list of needs. Jesus commends the righteous
because they respond to each need with the appropriate compassion.
The Son of Man’s declaration astonishes the righteous, for they do
not remember any specific times when Jesus was in these conditions and
they ministered to him (25:37-39). The response from the Son of Man
provides the key to the parable. Jesus explains, “just as you did it to one
of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me”
(25:40).
Who are the “least of these who are members of my family”?
Some conclude that this term refers to all the needy among humankind. Others narrow the focus to believers because, in other places
in Matthew’s Gospel, the term “my brothers” refers to believers
(Mt 12:48-49; 28:10). Probably, then, Jesus commends here their
compassionate response to Christians in need.
In Matthew 25:41-45, Jesus turns his attention to the goats, those
at the Son of Man’s left hand. Instead of inviting them to come to him,
the Son of Man pushes them away with the stern rejoinder, “Depart
from me” (25:41). He parallels the reference to the sheep as “blessed”
with the reference to the goats as “accursed.” “Eternal fire” is a metaphor for punishment and rejection. The Son of Man identifies the same
life situations that he used in blessing “the sheep” (25:42-43). However,
in this case, he condemns the goats because they did not minister to
him when he suffered these conditions. Just as his reference to their
compassionate service surprises the sheep, his reference to their neglect
surprises the goats (25:44). The Son of Man identifies their neglect as
unwillingness to minister to “one of the least of these” (25:45).
Here is the picture, then. The Son of Man gathers before him all the
people of the world and distributes his reckoning on them. He places
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some at his right hand and promises them eternal blessings. He places
others at his left hand and sentences them to eternal damnation. When
they ask for an explanation, the Son of Man explains that they have
determined their own judgment by their attitude toward him. And they
revealed their attitude toward him by their compassionate response
(or lack of one) to those in need.
At first glance, it might appear that the deeds of mercy shown to
those who need help are the basis for the blessing bestowed on those
identified as sheep. Because they compassionately helped the hungry,
the thirsty, the homeless, the impoverished, the sick, and those who
were in prison, the Son of Man blesses them. However, the teaching
of the New Testament rejects such a conclusion. God declares us to be
righteous; we do not earn our righteousness ourselves
(Rom 5:19). Salvation comes through grace, not by works, so that
none of us will feel proud of what we have accomplished (Eph 2:8-9).
Therefore, Jesus’ story must be understood in another way. In this
other understanding, the deeds of mercy shown to those who needed
help were evidence of the righteousness that had already been bestowed
on those identified as sheep, not the cause of it. Because they had
been declared righteous by Jesus, they were compassionate toward the
hungry, the thirsty, the homeless, the impoverished, the sick, and those
who were in prison. Similarly, we need to recognize that the lack of
compassion on the part of “the goats” is not the cause of their rejection.
The Son of Man rejects them because they have already rejected him.
Their actions merely reflect that rejection.

THE REWARD/PUNISHMENT
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Matthew 25:46

What will happen to these sheep and goats, the blessed and the cursed?
Those identified as the “cursed” will go away to “eternal punishment”
(25:46). The implication of this phrase is a perpetual experience of
separation and punishment. Those identified as the “righteous” will
also go away. Their destiny, however, will not be eternal punishment but
“eternal life.” Again, the implication of this phrase is a perpetual experience, this time of fellowship and blessing.
Some eschew such a division, opting for a universalism that eventually leaves no one outside the scope of God’s blessings. However, one
commentator correctly concludes that “a final separation between the
people of God and those who are unwilling to be his people seems to be
the inexpressibly sad yet positive teaching of the New Testament.” Jesus
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identifies two different groups who will emerge at the day of judgment,
one group identified as “the sheep” and the other group identified as
“the goats.” Those in each group will experience a distinctive response
from the Son of Man.

CONCLUSION
What lessons can we learn from Jesus’ story of the sheep and the
goats? The story affirms first the importance of our decision to follow
Jesus. Because each of us must someday stand before him and give an
account of our lives, no decision in our lives is more important than
our decision to embrace Jesus as our Savior. Apart from that decision,
we cannot receive forgiveness for our sins. Apart from that decision, we
cannot experience a fulfilled life on the earth. Apart from that decision,
we cannot claim a life that is eternal. Nothing is more important than
our decision to follow Christ.
In addition, the story identifies the evidence of our decision to
follow Christ. How do we reflect our decision to follow Christ? Do we
prove our faith by going to church? Do we prove our faith by reading
the Bible every day? Do we prove our faith by living an unimpeachable
moral life? The story in our text confirms what Jesus told the disciples
on the final night of his life: people will know we are Christians by our
love ( Jn 13:35).
Finally, the story reflects the consequence of our decision to follow
Christ. When our life on this earth is over, it is not over. Life does not
end at death. Death is simply a passageway into the eternal sphere. We
will determine what we experience in that eternal sphere by the choice
we make and by the life we live on earth ( Jn 3:18).
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1 Corinthians 1:1-10

If someone listed the significant cities of the Roman Empire in the first
century, Corinth would be on the list. Corinth was strategically located
on the isthmus that connected the northern and southern parts of
Greece. Consequently, all north/south traffic passed through the
city of Corinth. That isthmus also provided a passageway for
east/west traffic that arrived by ship from one direction, was transported through Corinth to the other side, and then was loaded onto
another ship. This strategic location and economic prosperity made
Corinth the logical choice for the political base in the area, so it became
the capital of the Roman province of Achaia. In such an environment,
buoyed by financial abundance and laced with political intrigue, immorality found fertile soil. Pluralistic, multicultural, urban, profane,
political, and immoral—Corinth was all those things and more, and
not all of them are negative. It was a complicated and diverse place.
Consequently, the Corinthian Christians recognized that they could
not impact this city with the gospel in their own strength. As Paul
opens this first Corinthian letter, he promises them a strength greater
than their own to help them.

THE SOURCE OF THE STRENGTH

GOD IS FAITHFUL

1 Corinthians 1:1-3

As he does in most of his letters, Paul begins this epistle by identifying
himself and presenting his credentials for his ministry (1:1). First, he is
“an apostle of Christ Jesus.” An apostle is a person sent out as a representative of another person, so Paul represents Jesus’ interests and not
his own. Second, Paul carries out his ministry “by the will of God.” That
is, his authority comes from God.
Paul then identifies the source of strength that will enable the
Christians in Corinth to make an impact on the city for Christ. Their
strength comes first from their calling. Paul declares that they “are
sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints” (1:2). The word “sanctified” means to be made holy and to be set aside for special use. So
God has issued to these Christians in Corinth a higher calling. They
are not to exist like the other citizens in Corinth. They are not to live
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a common life. God placed God’s mark on them. God gave them a
special assignment.
Famous theologian Karl Barth (1886–1968) is mostly known for
his unfinished five-volume theological masterpiece, Church Dogmatics,
published over a period of thirty-five years. When he reached seventy
years of age and felt like “an old weathered fir tree, withered by sun,
rain, wind and occasionally struck by lightning,” he contemplated
giving up on his writing. But a higher purpose held him in its grip and
would not let him quit. He wrote, “The Church Dogmatics is the decisive
factor in the preservation of my physical condition; it cries out to be
completed and does not allow my head to hang or my hands to rest”
(Eberhard Busch, Karl Barth, trans. John Bowden [Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1976], 414). That higher calling strengthened Barth to continue
his work. In a similar way, God’s calling to the believers in Corinth
imbued them with the strength they needed to communicate the gospel
to the people in Corinth.
The Corinthians also drew strength from their connection with
each other. Paul affirms that they carry out their calling “together with
all those who in every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus” (1:2).
They do not stand alone. Instead, they connect with multitudes of
others who claim the name of Jesus, both in Corinth and beyond. That
connection strengthens them to accomplish together what they could
not accomplish alone.
I remember seeing years ago a cartoon showing a flea attached to
the ear of an elephant, who walked over a bridge. When they got to the
other side, the flea said, “Boy, we sure did shake that bridge.” In the
Corinthian church, God is the elephant and the believers are the fleas.
Connected with God and with other believers, they can shake the city of
Corinth with the power of the gospel. Their strength comes from God.

STRENGTH FOR TODAY
1 Corinthians 1:4-6

GOD IS FAITHFUL

In this section, Paul describes more fully the nature of this strength
that comes from the grace of God (1:4). To begin with, God strengthens
the Corinthian believers “in speech” (1:5). Even though he disavows
“lofty words” used to entertain or impress others (1 Cor 2:1), Paul
does recognize the importance of communicating the message of God
through prophecy and tongues (12:8-11). This gift of speech comes
from God and, when used appropriately, provides “upbuilding and
encouragement and consolation” to the believers at Corinth (14:3). God
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gives to the believers at Corinth the strength to communicate the gospel
through their words.
God also strengthens the Corinthian believers by giving them
“knowledge of every kind” (1:5). Knowledge refers to spiritual insight,
the ability to correctly discern the spiritual truths of the Christian faith.
The gift of knowledge comes from God and will enable believers to
“lead lives worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him” (Col 1:10) as they
communicate the gospel to the citizenry of Corinth.
Paul adds an interesting note to his description of the strength that
comes from God when he asserts, “just as the testimony of Christ has
been strengthened among you” (1 Cor 1:6). By “testimony” Paul has
in mind the gospel. The word translated “strengthened” in our text
appears as “confirmed” in most other translations. Paul thus concludes
that when God strengthens them “in speech” and in “knowledge,” he
also confirms the truth of the gospel to those who hear their message.
Why does Paul identify these specific gifts, speech and knowledge,
in his letter to the Corinthian Christians? In the concluding verse of
1 Corinthians 13, Paul seems to designate faith, hope, and love as the
greatest of the Christian graces (13:13). In contrast, here in the opening
section of this letter he highlights the gifts of speech and knowledge.
Perhaps he does so because the Corinthians, by their abuse of these
graces, turn them into negatives instead of positives. The Corinthians
abuse these gifts by exalting their words over the words of the cross
(1:17-18) and by exalting their gift of knowledge over love (8:1-3). Most
commentators are probably correct when they see in Paul’s statement a
backhanded jab at the Corinthians, reminding them that these gifts of
which they are so proud came from God. However, the positive point of
the statement in verse 5 is that God provides all the spiritual gifts the
Corinthian Christians need to carry out the task of being the church of
Christ in Corinth. God strengthens them in every way right now as they
fulfill their calling to take the gospel to the citizenry of Corinth.

GOD IS FAITHFUL

STRENGTH FOR TOMORROW
1 Corinthians 1:7-10

Paul then turns his focus from the present to the future as he contemplates Jesus’ return and the consummation of the kingdom of God.
In this transition, he makes one of the most remarkable statements
in the New Testament: “So that you are not lacking in any spiritual
gift as you wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1:7). Peter
makes a similar promise in 2 Peter 1:3: “His divine power has given us
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everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of
him who called us by his own glory and goodness.” Both Paul and Peter
assure us that everything we need in order to become everything God
has created, redeemed, and called us to be is available to us.
This generous gift of God not only strengthens us to meet the challenges of the present. It also strengthens us as we face “the day of our
Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor 1:8). “The day of our Lord Jesus Christ” refers
to the final judgment, and Paul makes this promise to the Corinthian
Christians: on that day God will welcome them into God’s presence and
will judge them to be blameless and acceptable. Paul’s affirmation of
the Corinthian Christians astounds us, for the Corinthian church is the
most corrupt, divided, and at times disappointing group of Christians
we read about in the New Testament. Paul’s confidence grows out of his
understanding of God. He knows the Corinthians will stand ultimately
in triumph before God not because of their strength but because of
God’s strength. God will keep them strong to the end. Paul clarifies this
point with his declaration that “God is faithful” (1:9a).
Again, Paul recognizes the strength that God gives the Corinthians because they are part of a fellowship of believers. “By him,” Paul
declares, “you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ
our Lord” (1:9b). The Corinthians do not stand alone as they face the
future. They are instead members of God’s forever family. God has
given the Corinthian Christians the tools they need to carry out God’s
plan in Corinth. God assures them of victory as they carry out God’s
game plan. They are part of a team of believers with whom they can
carry out that game plan. These factors provide the basis for Paul’s
earlier assurance to the Corinthian believers that they “are not lacking
in any spiritual gift as you wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus
Christ” (1:7).
Paul’s declaration of God’s strength, for today and for tomorrow,
elicits from him a final challenge (1:10). It is true that the Corinthian
church faces an overwhelming challenge as they carry out their assignment to communicate the gospel to the people in the city of Corinth.
Yet God has provided the strength they need to accomplish this task
(1:5). However, Paul warns them of danger: they can diminish this
strength by their inner conflicts and divisions. Consequently, he closes
the introduction to 1 Corinthians with a challenge to “be in agreement”
so that “there be no divisions among you” (1:10). He calls for harmony,
not the elimination of diversity. Perhaps we can picture his desire
for the Corinthians as a quilt, made up of pieces of cloth of different
designs and colors. As separate pieces, they are nothing. However, when
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stitched together, they form a beautiful quilt. Paul challenges the Corinthian Christians to work together so they can carry out their challenge
to communicate the gospel to the world.

CONCLUSION

GOD IS FAITHFUL

In our lesson text, Paul discusses the strength required to carry out
our Christian lives. He reminds us, first, of the reality of this strength.
Paul confirms that God will give us everything we need to carry out
our assignment of communicating the gospel to the world. Paul
expresses that truth in our text (1 Cor 1:7) as does Peter in 2 Peter 1:3.
As Hudson Taylor, who spent the latter half of the nineteenth century
as a missionary in China, said, “God’s work in God’s way will never
lack supplies.” This promise should encourage us as we carry out the
kingdom work God has for us.
Paul also reminds us of the source of this strength. Our strength
comes from God. Human strength fades with the passing of time, but
God’s strength remains consistent. A verse I memorized as a youth,
in the King James Version, forcefully declares this promise of God’s
strength: “Fear thou not; for I am with thee: be not dismayed; for I am
thy God: I will strengthen thee; yea, I will help thee; yea, I will uphold
thee with the right hand of my righteousness” (Isa 41:10, KJV).
Finally, Paul reminds us of the purpose of this strength. This
strength that God gives us enables us to live in the present with confidence. Paul echoes this truth in Philippians 4:13: “I can do all things
through him who strengthens me.” This strength that God gives us also
enables us to face the future with courage, whatever might come. Paul
expresses this promise in these words in 1 Corinthians 10:13: “God is
faithful, and he will not let you be tested beyond your strength, but
with the testing he will also provide the way out so that you may be
able to endure it.”
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2 Peter 3:8-18

In a Peanuts cartoon strip, Snoopy aggravates Lucy as he often does with
some particularly annoying action, eliciting from her this exasperated
retort: “There are times when you really bug me, but I must admit there
are also times when I feel like giving you a big hug.” Snoopy responds,
“That’s the way I am—huggable and buggable.” Parents often find this
exchange between Lucy and Snoopy duplicated in our homes as we
deal with our children. At times, they fill our hearts with pride by their
loving actions or their insightful responses, but at other times, they
exasperate us by their repeated obtuseness. At times they are huggable,
but on other occasions they are buggable. To successfully steer children through the passage from childhood to adulthood demands from
parents an extraordinary level of patience.
God demonstrates the same kind of patience toward us as God’s
spiritual children when we are obtuse about spiritual matters. In the
experience in our text, the believers appear to be confused about Jesus’
promise to return to the earth. Jesus’ promise engendered hope in
believers because they were convinced that the God who started history
also controlled history, including its end. Yet, as the years passed and
Jesus still had not returned, questions arose about his promise. Peter
addresses these questions in our text.

THE DELAY IN JESUS’ RETURN
2 Peter 3:8-9

GOD IS FAITHFUL

Peter first deals with the dismay caused by the delay of Jesus’ return. If
God’s promises are certain, as Peter affirms, why then does God seem
to be so slow in fulfilling them? Peter provides two answers to this
question.
To begin with, God does not measure things in our time frame
(3:8). Paraphrasing a statement traditionally attributed to Moses, “For
a thousand years in your sight are like yesterday when it is past, or like
a watch in the night” (Ps 90:4), Peter reminds his readers that God does
not operate within the limitations of days and years as we measure
them. To ask why God does not fit God’s plan into our understanding
of time is to ask the wrong question. The more important question is
to ask how we can fit our understanding into God’s plan.
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Further, God does not respond to the events of the world in the
same way we do (3:9). What some interpret as slowness is instead
patience. What some interpret as softness is instead compassion. Peter
reminds his readers that God operates according to God’s own purpose.
God delays Christ’s return because God does not want “any to perish”
but instead wants “all to come to repentance” (3:9). God patiently waits
for humanity to respond to the offer of eternal life through Jesus.

THE SUDDENNESS OF JESUS’ RETURN
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2 Peter 3:10

Peter quickly adds a warning. He does not want his readers to interpret
the delay of Jesus’ return as a sign that Jesus will never come back to
usher in God’s judgment. God’s judgment will certainly come. Peter
makes that point with a metaphor and with some apocalyptic imagery.
To begin with, Peter emphasizes the suddenness of Jesus’ return
with the metaphor of “a thief ” (3:10). Paul uses the same image in his
letter to the Thessalonian Christians (1 Thess 5:2). Prior to their use of
that term, Jesus uses this metaphor to compare the unexpectedness
of a thief ’s intrusion with the unexpected arrival of the Son of Man
(Mt 24:43). Peter uses it to emphasize the suddenness of God’s coming
judgment in the return of Christ. Peter affirms that Jesus’ return will
come so quickly that we will not have time to prepare for it. We must
therefore always be ready for it.
Peter also affirms the cataclysmic dissolution of the earth at Jesus’
return by drawing from apocalyptic language (3:10). Identifying three
things that will be affected by this cataclysmic event—the heavens,
the elements, and the earth—Peter describes the destruction that will
come. Various translations differ on the meaning of the final phrase of
verse 10. Some translate this final phrase to suggest that the earth will
be burned up (NASB, KJV). The New International Version translates
this final phrase, “everything in it will be laid bare.” Our text in the
New Revised Standard Version echoes the NIV by declaring that “the
earth and everything that is done on it will be disclosed.” Since Peter
claims that the world will be brought before God in judgment, the NIV
and NRSV probably capture the meaning of Peter’s statement. Peter’s
graphic language should not distract us from the central truth he
presents to his contemporaries: they can be sure that the end will
come, according to God’s plan and purpose.
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THE PROPER RESPONSE TO JESUS’ RETURN
2 Peter 3:11-13
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Now that his readers clearly understand God’s plan, it is time for them
to respond appropriately. Instead of questioning the delay of Jesus’
return and instead of doubting God’s consequent judgment, they need
to decide “what sort of persons ought you to be” (3:11). Peter then
describes the kind of person they should strive to be.
Peter challenges his readers, first, to lead “lives of holiness and
godliness” (3:11). “Holy” means to be set aside for service to God, and
“godly” means to conduct ourselves like those who have been set aside
for service to God. A godly life is one driven by a desire to please God.
Paul describes this godly life when he challenges Titus “to renounce
impiety and worldly passions, and in the present age to live lives that
are self-controlled, upright, and godly” (Titus 2:12). We find the motivation for this godly living in 1 Peter 1:15: “As he who called you is holy,
be holy yourselves in all conduct.” Because we belong to God, we should
live as God wants us to live. Only in this way can we prepare for Jesus’
future coming.
In addition, Peter exhorts his readers to live with an eye to the
future (3:12). A footnote in the NRSV gives “earnestly desiring” as an
alternate for “hastening” in verse 12. “Earnestly desiring the coming of
the day of God” describes an attitude of expectancy toward the future
because we know God has something better for us in the days ahead.
John deals with the same subject when he affirms that “what we will be
has not yet been revealed.” But then John offers a hint about our future
experience. He says that “we will be like him” (1 Jn 3:2). Like Peter in our
text (2 Pet 3:11), John asserts that our expectant encounter with the holy
God in the future should motivate us to live pure lives now (1 Jn 3:3).
Peter also urges his readers to live with confidence (3:13). The
announcement of God’s judgment and the thought of our world being
destroyed by fire (3:12b), as the world was earlier destroyed in the flood,
can engender despair, except for “his promise” (3:13). What is that
promise of God? From the prophets of old (Isa 65:17f; Isa 66:22) to
the seer named John who announced the future God revealed to him
(Rev 21:1), God’s spokespersons have predicted a new heaven and a new
earth. As God created order out of the chaos of darkness at the beginning of history, God promises to someday create a new order through
the chaos of judgment at the end of history. This assurance concerning
the future should instill confidence in us, not anguish. We therefore
know we can face the future, whatever it holds, with confident hope.
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THE RAMIFICATIONS OF JESUS’ RETURN
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2 Peter 3:14-18

In the closing section of our text, Peter explores the ramifications of
Jesus’ return by describing a life he wants his readers to live. First, he
calls them to be “at peace” (3:14). He evidently means to be at peace
with God. He then instructs them to be “without spot or blemish.” In
2 Peter 2:13, Peter uses similar words, “blots and blemishes,” to describe
the false teachers about whom he warns his readers. Here in our text, he
uses the same Greek words, except that he makes them negative (3:14).
In other words, he tells them not to be blots and not to be blemishes.
The admonition to be “at peace” and the exhortation not to be “blots
and blemishes” thus connect as an exhortation and an explanation.
How are the believers to be at peace with God when Jesus returns? They
are to distinguish themselves from the false teachers who stir up things
with their controversies (the exhortation). Instead, they are to live in
such a way that they will be at peace with God when Jesus returns (the
explanation). God delays Jesus’ coming so that they can get their lives
in order in this way (3:15a).
Peter then reinforces his exhortation by calling in support from the
writings of Paul (3:15b-16). He claims that Paul wrote to the same ones
to whom he addresses this letter. Nowhere does he identify exactly who
these people are, nor does he identify which of Paul’s letters he has in
mind. Perhaps Peter sends this second epistle to the same audience to
whom he sent 1 Peter, that is, “to the exiles of the Dispersion in Pontus,
Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia” (1 Pet 1:1). If so, then Peter
apparently sends both letters to those who received Paul’s letters to the
Galatians, Ephesians, and Colossians.
Peter tells us three things about Paul (3:15b-16). First, he refers to
“all his letters,” implying a collection of Pauline letters already written
at this time. That suggests a late date for 2 Peter. Second, he commends
Paul because of “the wisdom given to him.” This suggests a degree of
respect that Peter has for the Apostle Paul. Finally, he suggests that
“some things in them [are] hard to understand.” He apparently thinks
Paul’s letters have created confusion among those to whom he writes.
However, he does not attribute this to any lacking on Paul’s part but to
the lack of comprehension of the readers.
Peter closes his epistle by placing before his readers two options.
On one hand, they can get “carried away with the error of the lawless
and lose [their] own stability” (3:17). Or, on the other hand, they can
“grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ”
(3:18). Because God has patiently waited for them to turn from the first
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option and to embrace the second option, Peter concludes with a simple
doxology: “To him be the glory both now and to the day of eternity”
(3:18).

CONCLUSION
What can we learn about God from this passage? Peter reminds us of
God’s purpose. God wants us to live peaceful and pure lives as we wait
for Jesus’ return. Never has living what we believe been more important.
In a culture increasingly skeptical about the claims of the church and
indifferent to God, we need to live in a way that will demonstrate the
authenticity of our faith and will point those around us to the God in
whom we put our hope.
Peter gives primary focus to God’s patience. He explains that the
delay in Christ’s return does not reflect indifference or indecision
on God’s part but is in fact a demonstration of God’s compassionate
desire that those who are not believers might turn to him in faith and
that those of us who are believers might return to the kind of lifestyle
that demonstrates our faith. That is Peter’s meaning when he tells his
readers to “regard the patience of our Lord as salvation” (3:15). He
wants more to turn to Jesus so that Jesus’ return can be for them a day
of salvation rather than a day of judgment.
Finally, Peter affirms God’s promise. God will not permanently delay
Jesus’ return. Jesus will eventually return, and when he comes God will
consummate the kingdom that God established on earth at Jesus’ initial
coming. For some it will be a day of judgment, but for believers it will
be a day of fulfillment.

GOD IS FAITHFUL

Faithful to Make Us Holy
December 13, 2020

1 Thessalonians 5:12-28

Our text revolves around the idea of sanctification, which is the act
or process of being made holy. In the New Testament, sanctification
is both an accomplished event and a future hope. On the one hand,
the New Testament speaks of sanctification as an accomplished event.
Both Paul (1 Cor 6:11) and Peter (1 Pet 1:2) affirm that believers have
been sanctified by the Holy Spirit. We might call this positional holiness. Because of the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives, God accounts
us to be holy in God’s presence. On the other hand, the New Testament speaks of sanctification as a future hope. For example, Paul tells
the Roman Christians that his goal is to present the Gentile converts
as sanctified and acceptable to God (Rom 15:16), and in our text he
expresses to the Thessalonian Christians this hope that God will “sanctify you entirely” (1 Thess 5:23). We can call this practical holiness.
Because of the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives, we will eventually
stand before God as holy not just in declaration but in demonstration.
Paul assures the Thessalonians that God will be faithful to accomplish
this (1 Thess 5:24). Let us see how he develops this thought.

A GENUINE APPRECIATION
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1 Thessalonians 5:12-13

Paul pens this first Thessalonian letter to address a problem in the
church that Timothy reports to him after a visit to the city. Timothy
reports that some of the Christians at Thessalonica chafe under the
restrictions placed on them by the leaders of the church. In response,
Paul exhorts these unhappy church members to “respect those who
labor among you, and have charge of you in the Lord and admonish
you” (5:12). Paul urges the Thessalonian Christians to “esteem them
very highly.” The word translated “esteem” derives from the word
“leader.” Paul thus suggests that the Thessalonian Christians need to
recognize the position held by their leaders and to give the appropriate
respect that goes along with that position. Instead of complaining
about their leaders, Paul urges the Christians at Thessalonica to show
appreciation for them.
Paul tells the Thessalonian Christians to appreciate their leaders “in
love” (5:13). It is not clear if Paul has in mind Christ’s love or their love.
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In 2 Corinthians 5:14, Paul reminds his readers that “the love of Christ
urges us on.” In that verse, Christ’s love seems to be their motivation.
In 1 Peter 4:8, Peter speaks of their “constant love for one another.” In
that verse, their love seems to be the motivation. Paul probably has both
aspects in mind. Because of Jesus’ love for them and because they are to
love one another, he wants the Thessalonian Christians to appreciate
their leaders.
Paul explains further that the Thessalonian Christians should
appreciate their leaders “because of their work” (5:13). Paul’s admonition goes beyond any personal attachment to these leaders or any
warmth toward them as people. He wants the Christians at Thessalonica to appreciate the leaders because of what the leaders contribute
to the kingdom of God, that is, “because of their work” (5:13).
Living under constant pressure to produce and facing the impossible task of trying to please everyone in the organization, leaders are
often weighed down with discouragement. The gift of appreciation is
the key to lifting that weight of discouragement. Focusing on appreciation instead of complaint, the Christians at Thessalonica will be able to
“be at peace among yourselves” (5:13).

AN ACTIVE CHRISTIANITY
1 Thessalonians 5:14-22

GOD IS FAITHFUL

Paul’s exhortation to recognize the work of the leaders of the church
and to show them appropriate appreciation is not an excuse for the
Christians themselves to simply stand on the sidelines and cheer for the
leaders. Instead, Paul admonishes all the Thessalonian Christians to get
into the game. He wants them all to demonstrate in their own lives an
active Christianity in which they do the good works the Holy Spirit has
sanctified them to do.
Paul first encourages the Thessalonian Christians to be helpful
(5:14-15). He identifies four specific groups in the church at Thessalonica: the idle, the fainthearted, the weak, and the evil. Toward each of
these Paul suggests an appropriate response. Toward the idle, Paul asks
the Christians in Thessalonica to present a warning (5:14). Toward the
fainthearted, Paul calls for encouragement (5:14). Toward the weak,
Paul demands assistance (5:14). Toward the evil, Paul recommends
compassion (5:15). In a world filled with people who have problems, it
is the Christian’s responsibility to be a part of the solution, not a part
of the problem. Paul therefore challenges the Thessalonian Christians
to “always seek to do good to one another and to all” (5:15). An active
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Christianity begins with demonstrations of kindness. They are to be
helpful.
Paul then challenges the Thessalonian Christians to be happy
(5:16-18). Christians are not only to help other people but to do so with
the right spirit. “Rejoice always,” Paul exhorts, and “give thanks in all
circumstances” (5:16, 18). Someone once asked Mother Teresa the job
description for anyone who might wish to work alongside her in the
streets of Calcutta. She immediately named two things: the desire to
work hard and a joyful attitude. Mother Teresa might have been paraphrasing Paul’s admonition in our text. “Be kind to one another,” Paul
suggests, “and do it with a joyful attitude” (writer’s paraphrase). Many
things are chosen for us in life. Where we are born and when and to
whom—those are givens in our lives. There are many other things we
cannot determine for ourselves, but we can determine our attitude. Paul
not only affirms the Thessalonian Christians’ freedom to determine
their attitude. He also announces that approaching the tasks of life with
a positive, joyful attitude is God’s will for their lives. “Rejoice always,”
Paul exhorts, and “give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will
of God in Christ Jesus for you” (5:16, 18).
Paul further admonishes the Thessalonian Christians to be holy
(5:19-22). He gives extra attention to this responsibility to be holy. In
five succinct, yet powerful sentences, Paul outlines a strategy that will
lead to holiness. First, he says, “Do not quench the Spirit” (5:19). God’s
Spirit manifests himself in our lives in many ways, but the purpose
is always the same: to exalt Christ, to instruct us, and to build up the
church. The Holy Spirit wants to set the church on fire with a zeal for
Christ. Therefore, Paul warns the Christians at Thessalonica not to
quench the Spirit as he does his work in the church.
He then adds, “Do not despise the words of prophets” (5:20). Apparently, some of the Thessalonian Christians do not consider the gift of
prophecy to be as important as the gift of tongues. They applaud those
who speak in tongues but ignore those who speak forth God’s truth in
a prophetic word. Paul warns them against this approach.
He tells the Thessalonian Christians to “test everything” (5:21). This
is not a paraphrase of the popular saying, “I’ll try anything once.” Paul
does not mean that the Thessalonian believers should try out a lot of
things. Instead, he speaks of putting things to the test. Perhaps we can
paraphrase Paul’s statement as, “Don’t be gullible.” Before the Thessalonian Christians do something, he wants them to ask these questions:
Does it honor God? Does it connect with Jesus’ teaching? Does it build
up believers? Paul wants the Thessalonian Christians to put things to
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the test so that the ideas they live by and the ministries to which they
give themselves will contribute to their spiritual development.
Let me bring the last two phrases together and treat them at the
same time. Paul presses the Thessalonian Christians to “hold fast to
what is good” and to “abstain from every form of evil” (5:21-22). These
are the follow-up actions after they have put things to the test. Once
they discern what is good and what is not, what honors God and what
does not honor God, then they need to deliberately hold on to what is
good and let go of what is evil. In these final phrases, Paul reminds the
Thessalonian Christians to translate their theology into the biography
of their lives.

GOD’S FAITHFULNESS
1 Thessalonians 5:23-28
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Paul closes this letter to the Thessalonian Christians in verses 25-28,
with some final words of instruction, as he does most of his letters.
However, before doing that he reminds his readers that they can fulfill
his call to be helpful, happy, and especially holy (5:14-22) because God
will help them. God will “sanctify you entirely” (5:23), Paul promises,
because God “is faithful” (5:24). In the past, because of God’s grace,
God declared the Christians at Thessalonica to be righteous before
God. Now, in the present, because of God’s grace, God continues the
process of making them righteous. “Sanctify” is the word that describes
this shaping process. Paul provides two insights in our text about this
process of sanctification.
First, he acknowledges that this process of sanctification is allencompassing. It includes every aspect of the Christian’s life. In the
New International Version of 1 Thessalonians 5:24, Paul promises that
God will sanctify the Thessalonian Christians “through and through.”
The Greek word translated “through and through” appears only here
in the New Testament. The expression combines two ideas: wholeness
and completion. Wholeness suggests that something has been filled
out. Completion suggests that something has been finished. God wants
to fill them full of God’s holiness, and God wants to finish the job of
making them pure. God wants to sanctify them “through and through.”
Paul also explains that the process of sanctification is something
only God can do. “May the God of peace himself sanctify you,” Paul
declares (5:23). He adds in verse 24 that God “will do it.” The process
of becoming holy, the process of sanctification, is not something Christians do for themselves but something God does in them. Paul promises

78

December 13, 2020

that God will continue to shape Christians until they become the righteous ones that God has already declared them to be in Christ Jesus.

CONCLUSION
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What can we learn from Paul’s instructions to the Christians at Thessalonica? Paul reminds us of the important and difficult role that leaders
fulfill in the life of the church. Leaders with vision and passion give
direction to the church, but church members often misunderstand
and unjustly criticize them. The writer of Hebrews points to a different
approach for church members today: “Obey your leaders and submit
to them, for they are keeping watch over your souls and will give an
account. Let them do this with joy and not with sighing—for that would
be harmful to you” (Heb 13:17). This advice reflects Paul’s advice to the
Thessalonian Christians in our text.
Paul also reminds us that holiness is a process, not a once-for-all
act. Every description of the Christian life in the New Testament
employs the idea of movement, progress, or growth. This is especially
true in the matter of holiness. Every day we must follow the disciplines
that will shape us into the people God wants us to be. Paul offers a
similar appeal in his Roman epistle: “I appeal to you therefore, brothers
and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living
sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship”
(Rom 12:1).
Finally, Paul assures us that if we offer our bodies to God as
living sacrifices, God will continue to do God’s sanctifying work in
our lives. He says, “The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do
this” (1 Thess 5:24). He issues a similar assurance to the Christians
at Philippi: “For it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to
will and to work for his good pleasure” (Phil 2:13). The God who is
faithful will continue to sanctify us until we stand in God’s presence.
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Luke 1:26-38

THE ANGEL’S APPEARANCE
Luke 1:26-27

As Luke begins his Gospel, he weaves together the stories of the birth
of John the Baptist and the birth of Jesus. He announced John’s birth
in Luke 1:8-25. Now he announces Jesus’ birth in Luke 1:26-38. Luke
connects these two scenes with the opening phrase in verse 26: “In the
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One of the lesser-known stories about C. S. Lewis has to do with his
relationship with Mrs. Jane Moore. Lewis and one of his mates in the
army, Paddy Moore, made a pact in 1917 that if either of them died in
the war, the other would take care of his family. After Paddy was killed
in action in 1918, Lewis fulfilled his promise to Paddy by faithfully
taking care of Paddy’s mother, Jane, until her death in 1951. In 1930,
when he and his brother Warnie moved into their new home they called
the Kilns, they brought Jane and her daughter Maureen to live with
them. Even though Lewis’s brother claimed that Jane often made life
miserable for Lewis by her demands, Lewis never forgot his promise to
Paddy. Even when Jane suffered dementia in the late 1940s and was put
in a nursing home, Lewis never forgot his promise. He continued to
visit her every day until her death in 1951. Lewis made a promise, and
he was faithful to keep it for thirty-three long years.
God also makes a promise to the people of Israel. Throughout Israel’s history, God promises to someday send a Messiah to fulfill God’s
plans for God’s chosen people. God promises Moses, “I will raise up for
them a prophet like you from among their own people” (Deut 18:18).
In Isaiah 9:6, God promises to send one who will be named “Wonderful
Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” Through
Micah, God promises to send someone who will be born in Bethlehem
“who is to rule in Israel” and “whose origin is from of old, from ancient
days” (Mic 5:2). In the Old Testament, God promises to send a Messiah
to Israel. In the New Testament, God fulfills that promise. As Paul
affirms in his sermon in Antioch of Pisidia, “God has brought to Israel
a Savior, Jesus, as he promised” (Acts 13:23). The Gospels tell the story
of the fulfillment of this promise, and it all begins with the appearance
of an angel.
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sixth month.” In the sixth month of what? He means in the sixth month
of Elizabeth’s pregnancy with John. The angel Gabriel announces both
the birth of John the Baptist and the birth of Jesus. However, notice this
difference. Instead of making the announcement to a priest who is the
descendant of Aaron, as he does with the announcement of John’s birth,
Gabriel makes this second announcement to a young woman named
Mary about whose family we know next to nothing.
What do we know about Mary? We do not know her age. We do
not know her ancestry. Nor do we know her level of spiritual commitment. Luke just tells us that her name is Mary, that she is “a virgin”
(1:26), and that she is “engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of
the house of David” (1:27). Engagement was the first step in a two-step
marriage process in the first-century Jewish world. After the engagement announcement, the bride-to-be would continue to live with her
parents until the actual marriage. During the engagement period, the
husband-to-be and the wife-to-be would not be together sexually. That
would happen only after marriage. In our text, the word translated
“virgin” is the usual Greek word for a person who has not engaged in
sexual relations.

THE ANGEL’S ANNOUNCEMENT
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Luke 1:28-34

Even though Mary seems to have little to offer God at this point,
Gabriel issues to her a startling declaration. Gabriel calls Mary the
“favored one” (1:28). In what way is Mary “favored”? She is not favored
because she possesses some unique quality that makes her especially
suited to God’s purpose. Instead, she is favored because God has chosen
her for a special mission. Gabriel then promises Mary that “the Lord is
with you” (1:28). Gabriel’s second statement fortifies the first one. God
will empower Mary to accomplish the special assignment God gives her.
As the impact of the angel’s announcement sinks in, Mary is “much
perplexed” (1:29). She is not perplexed by the presence of the angel but
“by his words” (1:29). Luke tells us that Mary “pondered what sort of
greeting this might be” (1:29). She cannot conceive what special assignment she can possibly carry out for God, nor does she recognize in
her life the capabilities to accomplish something significant for God.
Thus, she is “much perplexed.” The angel tries to settle her dismay by
repeating the announcement of God’s favor on her (1:30). Then he
quickly outlines the nature of her mission.
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First, he tells Mary that she will give birth to a special child who
will fulfill God’s promises to Israel. She will call him “Jesus” (1:31). The
word “Jesus” means “one who saves his people.” This child, declares the
angel, will be the world’s Savior.
In addition, this child “will be called the Son of the Most High”
(1:32). Beginning in Genesis 14:18, this term, El Elyon, which means
“God Most High,” describes the creating, covenant-making God of
Israel. To be the “Son of the Most High” is therefore an exalted title,
indicating that Mary’s son will enjoy a unique relationship with God.
This child will not just be the son of Joseph and Mary but, in a truer
sense, he will also be the Son of God.
Further, this child will be placed on “the throne of his ancestor
David” (1:32). The Old Testament writers indicate that the Messiah will
be of David’s lineage. In 2 Samuel 7:12-13, for instance, the Bible says,
“When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your ancestors, I
will raise up your offspring after you, who shall come forth from your
body, and I will establish his kingdom. He shall build a house for my
name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever.” To claim
that this child will be given “the throne of his ancestor David” identifies
him as the promised Messiah.
Finally, the angel declares that this child will consummate the
covenant God made with Israel, for “he will reign over the house of
Jacob forever” (1:33). Here the angel moves from the messianic expectations of Israel to the covenant history of Israel. Not only will this
child occupy David’s throne and fulfill Israel’s messianic expectations;
he will also fulfill the promises of the covenant first made to Abraham
and later renewed with Israel on several occasions. The angel announces
that “of his kingdom there will be no end” (1:33).
This child to be born to Mary will be the world’s Savior, God’s Son,
Israel’s Messiah, and he will rule over a kingdom without end. It is no
wonder that this young girl, without earthly credentials and from an
insignificant town in Galilee, finds herself “much perplexed” by the
revelation from Gabriel, for the angel ties up in this child of hers all the
hopes and dreams of Hebrew history. In Mary’s response, she does not
question the angel’s promise. Instead, she questions the process. She
has not yet had sexual relations with her husband-to-be. How then can
she be pregnant with a child, she wonders, “since I am a virgin” (1:34)?
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Luke 1:35-38

The angel responds to Mary in three ways. First, Gabriel explains to
Mary that the conception will occur because “the power of the Most
High will overshadow you” (1:35). The image in Genesis 1 of the Spirit
of God hovering over the waters and then bringing order out of chaos
comes to mind as we hear Luke’s description of the creative force of
God’s Spirit who will generate this baby in Mary’s womb. This miraculous birth is possible, the angel explains, because of the presence of the
Holy Spirit.
Then, the angel asserts that because of this conception by the Holy
Spirit, Jesus “will be called Son of God” (1:35). Throughout this Gospel,
Luke prominently features the title “Son of God” in his description
of Jesus. At his baptism (Lk 3:22), a divine voice calls Jesus “the Son of
God.” In his wilderness temptation (4:3, 9), the devil calls him “the Son
of God.” When Jesus performs a miracle of healing (8:28), a demon calls
him “the Son of God.” And when Jesus stands before the Sanhedrin on
the night before his death (22:70), the charge they lay against him is
that he claims to be the Son of God. This is a common term in Luke’s
Gospel, so we are not surprised that in the announcement of Jesus’
birth, the angel Gabriel tells Mary that the child to be born “will be
called Son of God” (1:35).
The angel adds a third word. He places beside Mary’s miraculous
conception the miraculous pregnancy of her cousin Elizabeth (1:36).
Elizabeth, who has previously been unable to produce a child and who
is well past the childbearing age, suddenly finds herself to be pregnant
(Lk 1:24). Mary, who has not had sexual relations with the man to
whom she is betrothed, hears the angel say that she will give birth to
a child (1:31). Elizabeth’s pregnancy, like the impending pregnancy of
Mary, confirms God’s absolute adequacy to accomplish whatever God
sets about to do. This recognition of God’s sovereignty leads to Gabriel’s doxology: “For nothing will be impossible with God” (1:37). Mary
acknowledges her submission to God in these words: “Here am I, the
servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word” (1:38).
The Moffatt version of the Bible translates her words as, “I am here
to serve the Lord.” Gone is the puzzlement and the uncertainty first
aroused by Gabriel’s announcement. They have been replaced by Mary’s
submissive faith.
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CONCLUSION
What lessons can we learn from this familiar story of Jesus’ birth? This
story is, first, a story about God’s faithfulness. In explaining to Mary
about her son, Gabriel presents him as both a completion of the covenant promises to Abraham and the fulfillment of the promises to David
that he would have a future heir who would establish God’s kingdom
on earth. What God promised to Abraham and to David, God now
faithfully fulfills in the birth of Jesus.
This is also a story about God’s power. The lesson clearly affirms
that nothing is impossible with God. God can bring hope where there is
despair (Lk 1:32-33). By New Testament times, the hope of the promised
Messiah was almost gone. The promise of the angel to Mary revives that
hope. God can also generate life where there is barrenness (1:34-36). In
both Elizabeth’s case and in Mary’s case, the Holy Spirit accomplished
what is humanly impossible by creating within each of them a child.
God can also stimulate faith amid uncertainty (1:29, 38). Mary’s uncertainty, expressed in Luke 1:29, is understandable. Yet God replaces that
puzzlement with certainty, reminding her that nothing is impossible
with God.
Finally, this is a story about God’s purpose. Our text focuses on this
special child who will become the Savior of the world. In the promise
of the angel, we see Jesus truly identified with humanity, for he is to
be born of a woman, following a normal period of pregnancy, like any
other baby. On the other hand, we also see Jesus truly identified with
divinity, for he is to be conceived by the Holy Spirit and he is to fulfill a
divine mission for humankind. This text, then, provides a starting point
in our quest to understand Jesus as God’s instrument for providing
salvation for the world.
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Luke 2:22-38

We find in the Bible at least three distinctive stories that describe our
condition as fallen humanity in need of salvation. In one story, demonstrated by the Hebrews in Egypt, we are in bondage and need to be
liberated so that we can once more be free. Another story, reflected by
the ritual of the temple, shows us as sinners who need our sins covered
so that we can experience forgiveness. In yet another story, illustrated
by Israel’s period of Babylonian captivity, we are in exile, separated from
our God, and we need someone to bring us back home so that we can be
reconciled to God. Who can accomplish these things? Who can liberate
us from our bondage and cover our sins and reconcile us to God? In
other words, who can be our Savior? The New Testament writers unanimously point to Jesus as the one who can redeem us (Heb 2:14-15),
forgive us (Acts 13:38), and reconcile us to the Father (Rom 5:10).
Long before the first believers recognize Jesus as their Savior, while
Jesus is just a newborn baby, two older people acknowledge Jesus’
unique mission. The stories of Simeon’s divinely inspired recognition
of Jesus and Anna’s declaration about his role probe the dimensions of
Jesus’ assignment as the world’s Savior.

PRESENTATION
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Luke 2:22-24

As faithful Jews, Joseph and Mary fulfill the two requirements for new
parents. First, they identify their newborn son as a child of Israel by
circumcising him on the eighth day and deciding on his name (Lk 2:21).
They name him “Jesus,” which means “The Lord is salvation.” In this
name, they identify Jesus as the one who will bring God’s salvation.
Luke identifies the other requirement as “their purification” (2:22).
Luke’s reference to “the law of Moses” connects with the instructions
found in Leviticus 12. After seven days in which the mother is
“ceremonially unclean” after the birth of a son (Lev 12:1), the child
will be circumcised. Then, after thirty-three more days in which the
ceremonially unclean mother cannot touch any holy thing or enter the
sanctuary of God, she will bring the child to the sanctuary and offer a
sacrifice to God. Leviticus recommends “a lamb in its first year” as
a burnt offering and “a pigeon or a turtledove” as a sin offering
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(Lev 12:6). Leviticus 12:8 provides a contingency for parents who are
too poor to afford a year-old lamb. According to Luke 2:24, Joseph and
Mary present the alternative offering allowed for those who cannot
afford a year-old lamb, reflecting their humble status.
Mary’s process of presenting an offering for her own purification
also includes the dedication of her firstborn son. Luke informs us,
“Every firstborn male shall be designated as holy to the Lord” (2:23).
This is probably a paraphrase of the instructions given in Exodus
13:13-16. This dedication of her firstborn son also includes an offering,
although Luke does not identify this offering. Perhaps by failing to
identify any offering given to redeem their firstborn son, Luke implies
that Mary and Joseph do not redeem him at all but instead dedicate him
to a lifetime of service to the Lord, as Hannah does with her firstborn
son, Samuel (1 Sam 1:28). Joseph’s and Mary’s actions do not go unnoticed in the temple that day. Two people recognize in this child God’s
plan for “the falling and rising of many in Israel” (Lk 2:34) and “for the
redemption of Jerusalem” (2:38).

RECOGNITION
Luke 2:25-35

GOD IS FAITHFUL

Luke first focuses our attention on a man named “Simeon,” whom
he identifies as “righteous and devout” (2:25). “Righteous” describes
Simeon’s relationship with others. In other words, he acts in the right
way in his relationship with other people. “Devout” describes Simeon’s
relationship with God. He also acts in the appropriate way in his relationship with God.
Luke further informs us that Simeon is “looking forward to the
consolation of Israel” (2:25). The book of Isaiah promised that when
the Lord returns to Israel, Israel will experience the consolation of
God (Isa 52:9). Because the “consolation of Israel” carries a Messianic
promise, Simeon’s use of the term reflects his unique mission. Luke
attributes Simeon’s special assignment to the presence of the Holy
Spirit in his life. The Holy Spirit not only “rested on him” (2:25) but
also “revealed to him…that he would not see death before he had seen
the Lord’s Messiah” (2:26).
It is not clear from the text how many trips Simeon makes to the
temple before he experiences the fulfillment of the Spirit’s promise and
sees the promised Messiah. Does he plod to the temple every day for
weeks on end only to go home in the evening with the promise unfulfilled? Or does the Spirit direct him to the temple on the appointed day
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when Mary and Joseph bring their child to the temple to be dedicated?
We do not know. Nor do we know how Simeon recognizes in Mary’s
baby the fulfillment of the Spirit’s promise to him. From the human
point of view, Mary and Joseph are just another Jewish mother and
father who dedicate just another baby boy to the Lord in the same way
thousands of other baby boys have been dedicated over the years, doing
“what was customary under the law” (2:27). Yet, “guided by the Spirit,”
Simeon recognizes this special child as the fulfillment of God’s promise
to Israel and to him.
In response to the unparalleled privilege of seeing the Lord’s Christ,
“Simeon took him in his arms and praised God” (2:28). Three thoughts
weave their way through Simeon’s song of praise. To begin with, Simeon
acknowledges that God has fulfilled God’s promise to him (2:29). God
promised Simeon that he would not die until he had seen the promised
Messiah, and now God has fulfilled that promise. In addition, Simeon
recognizes this child as the one through whom God will bring the salvation God promised to Israel. About Jesus, Simeon declares, “for my eyes
have seen your salvation” (2:30). Simeon also asserts that the salvation
provided by this baby will be available to “all peoples” (2:31). The salvation this child will bring to the world will be a “light for revelation to
the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel” (2:32).
Understandably, Simeon’s announcement startles Mary and Joseph
(2:33). “What does this mean?” Mary probably whispers to her husband.
Simeon answers her question with a mixture of good and bad news.
On the positive side, Simeon assures Mary and Joseph that God has a
unique purpose for their child that will affect not only the individuals
with whom he comes in contact but also the entire nation (2:34).
Then, Simeon adds some bad news. He reveals to Mary and Joseph
that the life of this child will be caught up in suffering. For one thing,
Jesus will cause suffering to others who reject him. He will “cause the
falling and the rising of many in Israel” (2:34). Accepting Jesus will
cause a person to rise before God; rejecting Jesus will cause them to fall.
Simeon warns Mary and Joseph that their child will also be “a sign that
will be opposed” (2:34). Jesus will be the object of hostility and slander
by many, particularly because he will reveal the evil and emptiness of
their inner lives (2:35). Finally, suffering will touch the family of Jesus,
particularly Mary. Simeon issues this warning to Mary: “A sword will
pierce your own soul too” (2:35). Mary’s soul will be ripped apart by
Israel’s rejection of Jesus and by his death on the cross. It is easy for
us to understand, even from the distance of two millennia, why Mary
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and Joseph “were amazed at what was being said about him” (2:33).
Simeon’s recognition of the unique destiny for their son brings both
exaltation and sorrow to Mary and Joseph.

DECLARATION
Luke 2:36-38

GOD IS FAITHFUL

At this point, Luke shifts the spotlight to another person in the temple
on the day Mary and Joseph dedicate their son to the Lord. Her name
is Anna (2:36). This is the only mention of this Anna in the Gospels,
so all our information about her comes from this text. Luke identifies
her father, “Phanuel,” and informs us that she descended from the
tribe of Asher, who was the eighth son of Jacob (2:36). More relevant
to the story in our text, Luke tells us that Anna is “a prophet” (2:36).
A prophet speaks forth the word of God. Anna will fulfill that role as
she responds to the baby of Mary and Joseph.
Anna’s life has not been an easy one. Like Naomi in the Old Testament, this New Testament saint lost her mate, apparently after only a
short marriage of seven years (2:36-37). However, rather than striking
out at God because of her loss, Anna turns to God. Anna not only
survives, but also thrives as she finds her place of service for God. Luke
tells us that “she never left the temple but worshiped there with fasting
and prayer night and day” (2:37). We might say, “She was at church
every time the doors were open.”
Because of her perpetual commitment to prayer and worship in
the temple, Anna, like Simeon, is at the temple when Mary and Joseph
dedicate their newborn son to the Lord. Unlike he does with Simeon,
Luke does not describe the personal encounter between Anna and this
special child. Instead, he focuses on her response. When she recognizes
the significance of this child, she speaks to God in praise (2:38). Luke
does not include the exact prayer of thanksgiving Anna gave that day.
He simply acknowledges her praise. When she recognizes the significance of this child, she also speaks to others in witness. Anna began to
“speak about the child to all who were looking for the redemption of
Jerusalem” (2:38). As the shepherds came and saw and then went and
spoke, so does the prophet Anna. She comes to the temple where she
sees Jesus; she then leaves the temple to tell others about what she saw.
Recognition, exaltation, and declaration mark the response of both
Simeon and Anna to the special child presented that day in the temple.
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CONCLUSION
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What lessons can we learn from this story in our text? Luke clearly presents Jesus as the Savior of the world. The name “Jesus” itself testifies to
his purpose, for the name means “the Lord is salvation.” Both Simeon
and Anna affirm this truth about Jesus. Simeon refers to Jesus as
“your salvation” (Lk 2:30). Anna announces that Jesus is the answer to
those “who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem” (2:38). John
captures this truth about Jesus in his epistle when he writes, “And we
have seen and do testify that the Father has sent his Son as the Savior
of the world” (1 Jn 4:14).
This story also demonstrates how God uses individuals like you and
me to communicate the message about this Savior to the world. Neither
Simeon nor Anna held positions of importance in the ancient world.
No special achievements distinguished them from the others in the
temple that day. Yet God allows Simeon to pronounce a special blessing
on this baby, and God uses Anna to communicate the news of this
baby’s uniqueness to the citizens of Jerusalem. In an old man, a widow,
and a little baby, God reveals God’s self.
In addition, this story acknowledges the importance of faithfulness.
Luke demonstrates God’s faithfulness as God keeps God’s promise to
Israel to send the Messiah and as God keeps the promise to Simeon
to allow him the privilege of seeing this Messiah before he dies. Luke
reflects the faithfulness of Simeon as he repeatedly goes to the temple
to see if the Messiah has appeared. Luke also affirms the faithfulness of
Anna with a telling sentence: “She never left the temple but worshiped
there with fasting and prayer night and day” (Lk 2:37). In the dictionary
of the Christian life, no word is more important than “faithfulness.”

