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FOUNDATIONS FOR SPIRITUAL GROWTH

Thinking Rightly About God

As Christians (followers of Christ), we should seek to grow closer to the Lord. Our desire should be to be formed spiritually until we become Christlike (Gal. 4:19; Romans 13:14). A question for us is, “Do we want to become more like Jesus?”  Or, do we just want God to meet our needs and make us happy?  If we answer the first question in the affirmative, then we are on our way to becoming disciples of Christ. If our focus is on the second question, then we are living as consumers that sample from God when it is convenient. If our focus is on ourselves, our needs, and our perceived happiness, then we will not likely be very interested in conforming to Christ. We are actually engaging in a humanistic religion because our devotion is focused on ourselves instead of God. We will want God to serve us and give meaning and purpose to our lives. If we attempt to use God this way, we will quickly recreate God in our own image and end up with something much less than the God revealed in Scripture.

I would submit that all of us try and remake God in our own image at different points in our life. We tend to think about spiritual things from a “me-centered” perspective.  Our focus is on what we get out of the relationship, or on how we feel about things in a given moment. Our culture has taught us to do what feels good to us, so we are tempted to follow God or obey Him as long as we fully understand the benefit that is available to us in the moment. Again, this is humanism, not Christianity. I agree that there are great benefits to following Christ. He blesses us in many ways and He does give us great joy and satisfaction in life. Actually, the only way to really be satisfied is to live in union with our Creator. However, we must recognize that the spiritual life does not start with us. It starts with God. Ephesians 2:1-3 tells me that I was dead in my transgressions and sins. I followed the influence of Satan and I lived for my own desires and pleasures. I was an object of God’s wrath. Romans 3:10-12 tells us that none of us are righteous. None of us seek God.  We have all turned away from Him.  These passages tell me that if the spiritual life started with me and my desires and my feelings, then I would still be stuck in my sin. I would still be dead to God and unresponsive to Him.  So, rather than starting with my own perspective when it comes to the spiritual life, I must look to God and ask what His perspective is.  I must first think rightly about God or I will not become like Him. Could it be that a great deal of our spiritual apathy comes from not rightly seeing God for who He is?

A.W. Tozer in The Knowledge of the Holy tells us,

What comes into our minds when we think about God is the most important thing about us. The history of mankind will probably show that no people has ever risen above its religion, and man’s spiritual history will positively demonstrate that no religion has ever been greater than its idea of God. Worship is pure or base as the worshiper entertains high or low thoughts of God. 

For this reason the gravest question before the Church is always God Himself, and the most portentous fact about any man is not what he at a given time may say or do, but what he in his deep heart conceives God to be like. We tend by a secret law of the soul to move toward our mental image of God. This is true not only of the individual Christian, but of the company of Christians that composes the Church. Always the most revealing thing about the Church is her idea of God, just as her most significant message is what she says about Him or leaves unsaid, for her silence is often more eloquent than her speech. She can never escape the self-disclosure of her witness concerning God. 

Were we able to extract from any man a complete answer to the question, “What comes into your mind when you think about God?” we might predict with certainty the spiritual future of that man. Were we able to know exactly what our most influential religious leaders think of God today, we might be able with some precision to foretell where the Church will stand tomorrow.

So, what do you think about when you think about God? What thoughts fill your mind? When you think about the spiritual life, do you think first about yourself? The Church? Your parents? Or, do you think first about God?  All of our thoughts about spiritual formation should begin with God. Because of grace, the spiritual life is only a response to the Divine Initiative.  Ephesians 2:4-5 tells us that even when we were dead in our sins, God, who is rich in mercy made us alive with Christ. He did this because of His great love for us. We have been saved by grace, not by our own works.  Colossians 2:6-7 tells us, “So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness.”  God saved us by His grace. We only responded in faith. He is the initiator, we are the responders.  All life starts with Him, therefore we must look to Him and not ourselves.  

The good news is that God is not a mystery to us, at least in the sense of being unknowable. He has revealed Himself to us. We can really know what God is like! We can actually have a relationship with Him!  If I asked you, “What is God like?” what would you say? How would you describe God?  

The truth is that God is Jesus-like. When we look at Jesus, we see God. God chose to reveal Himself to us through His Son, Jesus Christ. So, if you want to know what God is like, you should only look to Jesus.  Jesus is the image of God (2 Cor. 4:4; Col. 1:15). Jesus is the “radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of His being, sustaining all things through His powerful word” (Heb. 1:3). He is the Word of God (John 1:1).  The spiritual life is not about our own fulfillment or satisfaction. It is not about our own development or about us living the “good life.” The spiritual life is about knowing God and being conformed to Him. It is about submitting to Christ as Lord and learning to walk with Him. It is about taking on His attributes and His character and becoming His follower. This only happens when we see Jesus for who He is and worship Him appropriately.

Albert Nolan, a New Testament scholar, writing in Jesus Before Christianity says this,

I have chosen this [the Christ-like God] approach because it enables us . . . to avoid the perennial mistake of superimposing upon the life and personality of Jesus our preconceived ideas of what God is supposed to be like . . . 

By his words and praxis, Jesus himself changed the content of the word “God.” If we do not allow him to change our image of God, we will not be able to say that he is our Lord and our God. To choose him as our God is to make him the source of our information about divinity and to refuse to superimpose upon him our ideas of divinity. 

This is the meaning of the traditional assertion that Jesus is the Word of God. Jesus reveals God to us, God does not reveal Jesus to us. God is not the Word of Jesus, that is to say, our ideas about God cannot throw any light upon the life of Jesus. To argue from God to Jesus instead of arguing from Jesus to God is to put the cart before the horse. This, of course, is what many Christians have tried to do. It has generally led them into a series of meaningless speculations which only cloud the issue and which prevent Jesus from revealing God to us.

We cannot deduce anything about Jesus from what we think we know about God; we must deduce everything about God from what we do know about Jesus. Thus, when we say that Jesus is divine, we do not wish to add anything to what we have been able to discover about him so far, nor do we wish to change anything that we have said about him. To say now suddenly that Jesus is divine does not change our understanding of Jesus; it changes our understanding of divinity. We are not turning away from the gods of money, power, prestige or self; we are turning away from all the old images of a personal God in order to find our God in Jesus and what he stood for.

This is not to say that we divorce Jesus from the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the Old Testament. It only means that we interpret the Old Testament through the revelation of God that we have in Jesus, not the other way around. Jesus is the clearest revelation of God that we are given and we must see Him as such.

It is so important that we start with the person and work of Jesus Christ as the focus in our spiritual life. We must have an accurate view of who God is and Jesus provides that for us. In the launching of a rocket to the moon, if NASA is just one degree off at the launch, the rocket could end up thousands of miles away from the moon. In the same way, if we have a wrong perception of who Jesus is and what He calls us to be and do, then we will end up far away from the purpose that God has for us, which is “to be conformed to the likeness of his Son” (Romans 8:29).

We do not need more devotion to religion or more religious activity. Working harder and being more devoted to false images of God profit nothing. William Temple, the former Archbishop of Canterbury once said, "If your conception of God is radically false then the more devout you are the worse it will be for you.  You are opening your soul to be molded by something else.  You had much better be an atheist."  If we build our lives on the wrong foundation, we will be cracked and broken. We cannot mature spiritually if we do not have a correct view of who Jesus is. How can we follow Him if we do not know Him?

We must endeavor to know Christ. We know Him through the Scripture, prayer, obedience, service, and through participation with the Body of Christ, the church.  Through the study of Scripture, we learn about the humanity and the divinity of Christ and we learn what He wants from us as His followers.  Through prayer, we interact with Him in faith, making our requests known to Him and hearing His voice. Through obedience, we learn that His way is best and we learn to trust Him more. Through service, we do the works of Jesus and we join Him in His redeeming activity in the world. And through participation in the church, we experience Christ in others and are strengthened by their gifts as we also serve them.  God has given us many ways to know Him and we need to experience the real Jesus, not the one that we have constructed in our own imaginations.

Knowing Christ in a New Way This Year

I want to encourage you to really know Christ this year.  In the Bible, knowledge is always relational and experiential, not just cognitive. This is why obedience is important. As we obey Christ, we get to know Him and His ways better. We experience Him. Who does Scripture reveal Him to be? What does the Bible say about Him? What does He say about Himself? What does He command us to do?  Do our lives line up with what a follower of Christ should be? In the pages that follow, we will journey through the Gospel of Matthew to see what it says about who Jesus is and about what He wants from us. We will never be a disciple of Christ if we do not really know who He is or what He wants from us. We will never be able to obey Him if we do not understand the resources that He has for us. Prior to our study of Matthew, there will be one other essay on living by the Spirit of God. It is impossible to know God and to obey Him unless we are empowered by the Holy Spirit. After we have fixed “our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith,” and are empowered by the Holy Spirit, we will be able to engage in a journey with Christ over these next few weeks that will be transforming. If there are areas of our lives that are not submitted to His Lordship, by the power of the Spirit we can repent (turn around) and submit those areas to God. If there are areas of unbelief in our lives or areas spiritual stagnation, we can ask God to revive us, renew our faith, and give us a heart for obedience.

2 Peter 1:2-4 says, “Grace and peace be yours in abundance through the knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord. His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness. Through these he has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires.” It is through our knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord that we experience grace and peace. Through God’s divine power we have everything we need for life and godliness through our KNOWLEDGE of Jesus. We must know (experience, perceive, comprehend) Jesus. Through Jesus’ promises, we participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption caused by evil desires. I know that I am just restating this, but we must see that the opposite is true. If I do not really know Jesus, then I will not experience grace and peace. My life will be out of sorts and I will be under the Law. I will lack power and I will live out of my human nature and weakness instead of out of the divine nature of God. I will be corrupted by evil desires and my life will bear the mark of one who is in turmoil because I know something of God but I am not experiencing His power (2 Tim. 3:5). Instead, I live by the flesh.  We should seek after God with all of our heart! We should hunger and thirst for Him, believing that He will fill us (Matt. 5:6). We should put aside other pursuits and pleasures and seek first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness (Matt. 6:33). If we say that “Jesus is Lord” then that should mean something.  We should seek to bring our lives under His Lordship so that we can experience His kind and gracious governance over us.

In this study, you will have a chance to encounter the claims of Jesus Christ. Open your heart to Him and ask Him to speak to you. Do not be afraid to believe in Him or submit to Him. His way is better than any other. 

We know that God is always working (John 5:17).  I challenge you to ask the Lord to show you where He is working in your life and to open your eyes to where He wants to work. Start with God and allow Him to deal with you. What does God want to do in your life this year? How can you experience Him in a fresh way? What areas of your life does He want to heal, fill, and restore? How can you bring your life more and more under His authority? How can you believe in Him more than you ever have?  How does God want you to love others more sacrificially? What works of service does He have prepared in advance for you to do (Eph. 2:10)? You will be amazed at what God does! 
FOUNDATIONS FOR SPIRITUAL GROWTH

Living By the Spirit

The Holy Spirit is the third person of the Trinity. He is God just like the Father and the Son are God. God is three in one. The Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son and enters our life at the moment that we believe in the sacrificial work of Jesus on our behalf to provide for us forgiveness of sins so that we can be restored to fellowship with a Holy God. Everyone who believes in Jesus and confesses Him as Savior, receives this forgiveness of sins. Jesus shed His blood as a sacrifice for us so that we would have forgiveness and be able to boldly come before God in relationship with Him. God’s justice demanded punishment for sin, and Jesus, being perfect and having no sin to be punished for Himself, was worthy to take our punishment for us. Isaiah 53:1-12 explains this very well as does Hebrews 7-10.

So, we know that “there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death” (Romans 8:1-2).  That means that we are set free from the power of sin by the Holy Spirit and we are no longer under condemnation because of our sins. All of our sins are forgiven and paid for on the Cross and the power of sin is broken over us. We are free to live for God!  Have you ever experienced the amazing wonder of truly believing and knowing that all of your sins are forgiven? You are no longer under God’s wrath or condemnation. God is no longer holding your sins over you. In fact, there is no sin too powerful that you cannot come out from under its grip by the power of the Holy Spirit. The only thing keeping you in bondage is unbelief and your own will.

There was once a man who had committed terrible crimes. He was judged guilty and sentenced to a dungeon where he would be chained to a wall the rest of his life unless he could pay the fines that were levied against him. He was not free to move around, go where he wanted, or be the man that God created him to be. One day, another man who was innocent, put himself into bondage in place of the man and paid his fines in full. The judge declared that since restitution had been carried out for the man’s crimes, the man was free to go. Sunlight and the outdoors awaited him! He could go where he wanted and be all that God created him to be!  But, instead of taking the offer of freedom granted him, the man stayed in the dungeon. The chains around his wrists and ankles had been unlocked, but the man stayed in them. Even though he was free to go, he didn’t know what to do and he stayed in his chains in the dungeon of his imprisonment.

What would we say to such a man? We would call him insane! We would be shocked at his refusal of the freedom that he had already been given! We would also recognize how much his imprisonment had damaged him and we would realize that he needed to see life in an entirely different way. But, isn’t that what we, as Christians, do when we stay in our sins after we have been forgiven, redeemed, and set free by the work of Christ and the Holy Spirit? Why do we stay in the old life when we have been set free to live a new life?  Why do we continue to live from our own strength when we have been offered the strength of the Lord? Why do we spend our time, talent, and treasure on trivial things when we have the blessings of God available to us?  The Holy Spirit teaches us and appropriates all that Christ has done for us, and He empowers us to step out of the bondage of the dungeon and to step into the new life that God had for us all along if we will only listen to Him and allow our eyes to be enlightened to see the power and riches available to us as children of God (Eph. 1:17-21). 

Fortunately, Jesus calls the Holy Spirit the “Spirit of Truth.” This is what Jesus says about Him in John 16:12-15:

"I have much more to say to you, more than you can now bear. But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all truth. He will not speak on his own; he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come. He will bring glory to me by taking from what is mine and making it known to you. All that belongs to the Father is mine. That is why I said the Spirit will take from what is mine and make it known to you.

The Holy Spirit will guide us into all truth. 1 Corinthians 2:12 says, “We have not received the spirit of the world but the Spirit who is from God, that we may understand what God has freely given us.”  The Holy Spirit takes all that belongs to Jesus and makes it known to us! He appropriates the blessings of God, the power of God, and the divine nature to all of those who are children of God. This is why Paul prayed in Ephesians 1:17-21 that God would give us the Spirit of wisdom and revelation so that 

· We would know Him better

· Our spiritual eyes would be enlightened

· We would know the hope to which He has called us

· We would know our glorious inheritance in the saints

· We would know His incomparably great power for us who believe (power compared to the power that raised Jesus from the dead)

The Holy Spirit also empowers us to be witnesses for Christ (Acts 1:8) and to live for God. He teaches us, guides us, and leads us into the ways of life. He also enables us to obey God. 

We are told “live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature” (Gal. 5:16).  How are we to obey God and walk in fellowship with Him? By living by the Spirit instead of the flesh. We are to rely upon God. Galatians 2:20 says, “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.” 
Romans 8:9-17 sums this up nicely:

You, however, are controlled not by the sinful nature but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you. And if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ. But if Christ is in you, your body is dead because of sin, yet your spirit is alive because of righteousness. And if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit, who lives in you. 

Therefore, brothers, we have an obligation—but it is not to the sinful nature, to live according to it. For if you live according to the sinful nature, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the misdeeds of the body, you will live, because those who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God. For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship. And by him we cry, "Abba, Father." The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God's children. Now if we are children, then we are heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory.

If we live by the Spirit, we will put to death the misdeeds of the body and live a life pleasing to God. We will live according to the power of God and we will put on the character of Christ. We will not be under the Law because the “righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit” (Romans 8:4). 

So, how do we live by the Spirit? 

Many Christians want to live by the Spirit, but they do not know how. It is actually very simple:  Come before God in faith and submission and ask Him. We simply come before the Lord and ask Him to fill us with His Spirit and live through us (Eph. 5:18). If we want the Holy Spirit, we only need ask God (Luke 11:9-13).  Prayer is essential. Have you ever asked God to guide you, comfort you, or fill you with His presence and He not do it? 

We must spend time with Him so that we can learn His ways and be conformed to His will. Romans 12:1-2. It says,

Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship. Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.

This passage tells us to gaze upon the mercy of God and in response to His mercy, offer our lives to Him in an act of worship. That means that we come to the point where we recognize that God owns us. Everything that we have is His. Psalm 24:1 says, “The earth is the Lord’s and everything in it.” This is what it means to seek first the Kingdom of God (Matt. 6:33). The Kingdom of God exists everywhere that God reigns and rules. For a Christian to say, “Jesus is Lord,” it means that Jesus rules our lives. So, we come before the Lord offering our lives to Him fully as an act of worship. Have you done that? 

After we have responded to God’s saving mercy by offering our lives to Him, we refuse to conform to the world’s pattern. The world has a way of living that is totally contrary to God’s way. The way of the world and the way of God are completely incompatible. The world values different things than God does. There is no neutrality here. We are commanded to not conform to worldly standards and aspirations. But, how do we know what is of the world and what is of God? We must be transformed by the renewing of our minds. We must learn to see things differently. That starts with recognizing what Christ has done for us. Titus 3:3-7 says, 

At one time we too were foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures. We lived in malice and envy, being hated and hating one another. But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, 5he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life.

There is a change that is occurs when we are saved. We are to live differently. The Holy Spirit guides us through this process called sanctification where the old man, corrupted in sin is put away, we are renewed in our thinking, and a new man, created to be like Christ Jesus in righteousness and holiness, is put on (Eph. 4:22-24).  This all happens by faith in Christ and dependence upon the Holy Spirit, but it does not happen automatically. It happens as we submit ourselves to God, immerse ourselves in the Word of God, spend time in prayer and fellowship with the Lord, and take seriously the commands of Scripture. Believe it or not, as a new creation in Christ Jesus, walking with the Lord is actually the most natural thing that we can do. When we walk with the Lord this way, we are being who we really are and we are acting in conjunction with our true nature as children of God!

If we want to live for God, we must live by the power of the Holy Spirit. It is impossible to live for God in our own strength. Human flesh is not capable of pleasing God. We must be filled with the Holy Spirit. Spending time with the Lord in prayer, Bible study, meditation, fasting, praise and worship, fellowship with other believers, service, solitude, and other spiritual disciplines is essential to living by the Spirit. But, we don’t need to see these disciplines as burdensome. They are just the means to connecting with God. One moment in His presence changes everything. We see life through God’s eyes and we are not the same.

Here is another analogy. Say you have been given a brand new Italian sports car. A Ferrari, maybe. The car is bright red and beautiful. It can top 150 mph easily. You are ecstatic about the gift and you drive it excitedly. When it is given to you, it has a full tank of gas; however, you just keep driving it and driving it. The needle moves closer and closer to empty, but you never stop at a gas station. You begin to believe that the amazing power of the car is somehow connected to your skill in driving instead of the necessary fuel to make it go. Eventually, the Ferrari stops running and you pull over to the side of the road. You get out in disgust and claim that it doesn’t work and it is a piece of junk. However, you never stopped to refuel. 

That, admittedly, is a poor analogy, but it does have some value for how we see the spiritual life.  We have been given an amazing blessing of a life in Christ. However, many Christians never stop to spend time with God and receive from Him. They never submit to the Holy Spirit so that He can take from what is Jesus’ and make it known to us. They do not study the Word and if they do, they often do not obey what it says. They want to go fast spiritually, but they are not willing to receive the fuel (power) needed to do so. When they run out of gas, so to speak, they give up and turn to other things to satisfy. How sad! The fuel that we need is the indwelling power of the Holy Spirit and we learn to live from His strength as we bring our lives before Him and ask Him to fill us and lead us. Then, we believe God, live from His righteousness, and obey Him (Rom. 1:5).

Submit to God

James 4:1-10 is a powerful passage of Scripture. It tells us that the conflict and strife that we have in our lives comes from the desires that battle within us. We have problems because we have sinful desires that war against our souls (1 Peter 2:11). As Galatians 5:17-18 says, the sinful nature and the Spirit are in conflict with one another. The sinful nature desires fleshly things that destroy us and the Spirit desires the things of God.  So, our problems do not come from other people, rather, they come from us. Whenever I am in conflict or distress in my soul, it is always because I have a desire within me to get my way or to establish myself as lord over my life. I will even run over other people to get my way. I will hurt people that I claim to love all to satisfy my own selfish desires. The Bible calls this living by the sinful nature (flesh) and we are told to put this to death.

James 4 goes on to say that friendship with the world is hatred toward God. By use of the word “world” here, the Bible is talking about the fallen way of living and seeing things that is in rebellion to God. It is talking about the system of living that we have in this life that is contrary to God’s ways. We cannot be friends with the world and with God at the same time. A lot of Christians don’t know that. They think that they can live selfish, worldly lifestyles and God will bless it because He loves them. God does love us, but He does not bless rebellion against His nature and will. How could He? James 4:4 says that if we become friends with the world then we become enemies of God.  Do we live according to God’s ways or according to what the world says is important? The Holy Spirit will guide us in this if we ask Him to because James 4:5 says, “the Spirit he caused to live in us envies intensely.” That means that God wants us – all of us. He wants to rule our lives because we were created for fellowship with Him. What do God and the fallen world have in common? We must live in the world, but we are not to love the world or take on the characteristics of the world (John 15:19; 2 Cor. 10:3; 1 John 2:15).

If we have found ourselves attached and attracted to the ways of the world and pulling against the Spirit who lives within us, there is only one solution: Repentance. To repent means that we turn around. We quit going toward what the world tells us is important and we turn around and move toward Christ and His ways. Repentance happens when we first become Christians, but it also happens daily. Because of grace (no condemnation, remember?) we can freely turn around and move away from anti-God behavior and move toward God. We need to constantly reorient our lives away from sin and worldly thinking and toward God and His life given by the Spirit. This is what it means to be “transformed by the renewing of our minds.” 

James 4:6 tells us that “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” We are prideful when we engage in actions and take on attitudes that are contrary to God’s will because we believe that we know better than God. How can that be? God created us! But, when we live for ourselves, we show our pride and arrogance, thinking that our way is better than God’s way. God opposes that. He will oppose us at every turn and we will have more and more conflict and frustration in our lives. This is why so many Christians are miserable in their lives and their relationships. They are running after everything but God and they have learned to serve idols of greed, lust, malice, envy, rage, and selfishness. Living by the desires of the sinful nature do not profit us in the least, but we never take the time to bring those desires to the Lord so that we can consider them dead (Romans 6:1-14).  

James 4:7-10 tells us to repent. We are to submit to God, resist the devil, and know that he will flee from us. We are to come near to God and believe that He will come near to us. We are to purify our hearts and grieve over our sins because we have been living in ways contrary to God’s way. If we humble ourselves before the Lord, He promises to lift us up. Repentance is the doorway to a renewed relationship with God. By the power of the Holy Spirit, we simply forsake living the old, dead way and we ask God to live through us. He promises us that the Holy Spirit will bear fruit in our lives, such as love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control (Gal. 5:22). These attitudes are the attitudes of Christ. When these things are present in our lives, it is evidence of the work of the Holy Spirit. God is bringing His character out in us. When these things are not present in our lives, it is evidence that we are not filled with the Holy Spirit. The works of the flesh listed in Galatians 5:19-21 and other places (Col. 3:5-10; Romans 1:18-32), are signs to us that we are not walking in the Spirit. When these things begin to occur in our life or when we notice an absence of the Fruit of the Spirit, it is a sure sign that we are not walking with God. The only solution is to run to Him and submit to Him and ask Him to fill us with His presence. Of course, this is always and only possible because of the grace of God and the shed blood of Jesus that enables us to boldly approach the Throne of Grace to find help in our time of need (Hebrews 4:14-16; 10:19-23).  Again, remember that this is all by grace. Because of grace, we are able to repent and experience God. We don’t have to live on our own in frustration. The nearness of Christ cures all that ails us. 

Journey Through Matthew

As you begin to explore the person and work of Jesus Christ and His commands for us in the Gospel of Matthew, remember that Christ is to be the center and focus of our faith. We are to know the Biblical Jesus, not the one that we have perhaps created in our minds. We cannot be His disciple if we do not really know Him for who He is. Explore His words and see Him as Savior, Healer, Redeemer, and Lord. 

When we encounter Christ, let us also gladly embrace His commands to us. His words are life and they are not burdensome. We are not to fear. God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power, love, and a sound mind (2 Tim. 1:7).  It has been said that fear marks the distance between us and God because there is no fear in God. Fear comes from independent living. If I am trusting in my own strength and resources, then I will always be afraid. We end up fearing opening our hearts to God because, what if He rejects us or deals with us harshly? What if we have to give up something? What if things do not go well for us?  We must recognize these attitudes as not being from God. God does not cause us to fear, but instead, He calls us to trust. We are to trust Him with all of our heart and our lives and believe that He knows what is best for us. As we encounter His commands, we should not fear what will be lost if we obey God, but rather, we should trust that He tells us these things because He knows how we are to live and these commands are given to us out of love. Do we really believe that God knows better than we do how we are to live?

Remember that there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. We are under grace. Jesus has already borne the penalty for our sin and He sets us free to live for Him. We do not have to perform to be considered righteous. We are already raised up and seated with Him in the heavenly realms (Eph. 2:6), but we must learn to live like it. We are made righteous in Christ (2 Cor. 5:21) and through the power of the Holy Spirit, that right-ness with God is exhibited in our personal lives, our families, our church, our communities, and in our world! We have freedom to be convicted of sin and disobedience and to quickly run to the Lord. Use this as a guide to bring your life under the Lordship of Christ. Also remember that it is only possible to live for Jesus and obey His commands if we live by faith in Christ and by the power of the Holy Spirit. It is the Spirit that gives us the guidance, wisdom, strength, and power to live for God. We cannot do any of this on our own. 

May God richly bless you as you journey with Him down the road of spiritual transformation!

TOPICAL STUDY OF THE GOSPEL OF MATTHEW

Alan Hirsch says that we will not tell others about Jesus until we are disciples of Christ. We will not be disciples of Jesus until we really know who Jesus is. I think that he is right. For years, the church has tried to motivate people to live for God, evangelize, serve God, and minister to others with mixed results.  As I like to say, sometimes it is like trying to push a rope uphill! Why is it so hard for us to truly live for the Lord and share our faith with others? Why does it seem that obeying God is the last thing that we often want to do? Why is our flesh so strong in the lives of so many believers and why do we often live such defeated lives? The issue is one of discipleship. We have not settled the question of who is to be lord over our lives. Will it be Jesus or us? William Borden, a missionary to China in the early 20th century said, "In every man's heart there is a throne and a cross. If Christ is on the throne, self is on the cross; and if self, even a little bit is on the throne, then Jesus is on the cross in that man's heart."  I think that many of us do not experience the Christian life that God has for us because we are conflicted. We want Jesus and all His benefits, but we do not want to give up the world and stop living for ourselves. We have not truly come to  know Him or ourselves as His disciples. We sing, “Wherever He leads me I will go,” but then many of us don’t go anywhere. We just keep living life as we want to and wonder why we lack power or desire for the things of God.

This study is an attempt to rekindle our desire for the Lord by setting us on a path to follow Him. Jesus really does reveal Himself to us in Scripture. We cannot say that we follow Jesus if we do not know Him. Matthew is a great book for Christians because it was written primarily to the religious Jews to convince them that Jesus is the Christ.  It seems that we need to be convinced afresh as well. This is not a complete study of Matthew. For example, we leave out many of the parables about the Kingdom of God because they are descriptive of what God’s reign and rule looks like instead of being proscriptive toward us. But, those parables are very important and I fully recommend that you read them and meditate upon them to give a fuller picture of what the Lordship of Christ looks like.

We also did not focus on all that Jesus did, but that does not mean that the acts of Jesus are not important. They are very important! We look at some of these acts, but not all of them. In the acts of Jesus, he demonstrates who He is and what the Kingdom is about.  He doesn’t just tell us about Himself, but He shows us who He is by what He does, not just by what He says. But, we also left this out so that we could be more focused. I also recommend that you read these accounts and use them to fill in the gaps and flesh out more fully what Jesus says about Himself by how He demonstrated His character and power.

Our desire was to focus simply on what Jesus said about Himself (or what others said about Him that was accurate) and on what He tells us to do. If our discipleship (following Christ) comes from knowing Jesus, then we can start by knowing WHO He is and then obey what He tells us to do.  This study is meant to launch you into a discipleship journey with Jesus that will transform you from the inside out. Hopefully, you will go through this with an open Bible, a journal and pen, and an open spirit, listening to God’s voice as He speaks to you.  Do you know Jesus the way that He is presented in Scripture? Is He living through you so that you are able to follow His commands? I also want to encourage you to look up the other Scripture passages listed as they are there to illuminate the text more fully.  We trust that the Holy Spirit will fill in and complete all that we have left out!
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MATTHEW 1-3 is an introduction to the work of Jesus. We learn about his ancestry, His birth, and the work of His forerunner, John the Baptist. This is the big set-up for the unveiling of the Messiah through His message and ministry.

Who does Jesus say that He is?  

· Son of David, Abraham (1:1). We see the lineage of Jesus here. He is the Messiah. He traces his ancestry back to David and will be a king that sits on David’s throne (Isaiah 9:7; 16:5). He is also the descendent of Abraham through who all the peoples on earth will be blessed (Gen. 12:3). 

· Conceived of the Holy Spirit (1:20). Jesus was God in flesh (John 1:1,14).  He was the Son of Man and the Son of God. Man and God. In being conceived by the Holy Spirit, divinity was implanted into humanity and the sin nature that has plagued humanity since Adam was bypassed. 

· Will save us from our sins (1:21).  The Messiah, who came in the “fullness of time” to save us from our sins had come. Jesus is the Greek form of the Hebrew name, Joshua, or Yeshua, which means, “to save.” Jesus’ very name means “to save.” 

· God with us (1:23). Immanuel (Isaiah 7:14). We could not get to God. God came to us. He became very small and was born as a baby. He took on flesh and came and made His dwelling among us. He lived among us and suffered with us to rescue us.

· Will rule and shepherd Israel (2:6).  He is the good shepherd (Psalm 23) who cares for us, leads us, and guides us. He also benevolently rules over us as our Lord and King. 

· A Nazarene (2:23).  From the region of Nazareth, a despised area of Galilee. Possibly alludes to Jesus being despised and rejected by men.

· The Lord (3:3).  Ruler, King.  Every tongue will eventually confess this. He is King of Kings and Lord of Lords (Rev. 19:16).  Caesar was also called “Lord of Lords” and for anyone to claim any Lord but Caesar was an offense of treason. The Jews ended up crucifying their King by claiming allegiance to Caesar (John 19:15).

· Will baptize us with the Holy Spirit and with fire (3:11). A baptism of the indwelling of the Spirit of God and purification. Jesus’ baptism purifies us.

· Will bring His winnowing fork to gather the wheat and burn the chaff (3:12).  Jesus will separate God’s children from the world. His work will initiate the deliverance and judgment of God upon this world. Deliverance and salvation to those who receive Him, judgment to those who reject Him. 

· Fulfills all righteousness (3:15).  All the work of God has reached its consummation in Jesus. He fulfills the Law in Himself. He was completely righteous, holy, and obedient (Matt. 5:17). 

· Beloved Son of God—God is well-pleased with Him (3:17).  Second person of the Trinity. In full relationship with the Father and always lived to please Him.

What does Jesus tell us to do?  

· Bear fruit in keeping with repentance (3:8). Not Jesus, but John the Baptist. But, this was a preview of Jesus’ message. Our lives should show the repentance that we profess. Repentance (turning from sin to God) should mean something. The character of God should be evident in our lives and the things that God cares about should be the things that we care about. Luke 3:4-6 tells us that John the Baptist came to fill in valleys, level mountains, make crooked roads straight, and rough ways smooth. In response to the question posed to him, “What should we do then?” he tells the people to share their food and clothes with those who have none. He also tells tax collectors and soldiers to not steal money and to be honest with how they treat others. So, the fruit that is in keeping with repentance has to do with social justice and how we treat others as well as our relationship with the Lord. See Isaiah 58. Repentance is to cause us to reflect the character of God so that we can walk in agreement with Him (Amos 3:3).

Some observations: 

1. We do not receive any commands from Jesus in the gospels before we first encounter foundational truths about who He is.  He is Lord.  He is our shepherd.  He is the one who is righteous.  He is Savior. Our repentance comes in response to the message about His coming. The fruit in our lives flows from a turning to God and all that He is.  

2. The Person of Jesus has two parts: He is, first, fully man (Son of David, Abraham, a Nazarene); yet he is fully God (Son of God, the Lord, God with us, conceived of the Holy Spirit).  We must encounter both His Divinity and His humanity. If we lean toward either exclusively, we drift into heresy and an unbalanced view of who Jesus is. Because He is divine, He is able to save. Because He is human, I can relate to Him and experience His life fully. Only God can save me. Only a man could relate to me. Jesus is both. 

3. Jesus immediately makes his purpose clear: He is God, He is Lord, He will rule, He is our Shepherd.  Jesus came—God with us—the Incarnation—for the purposes of establishing his authority here on earth.  While he came humbly (to Nazareth), he still has all authority (see Matthew 28:18) in heaven and earth.  Immediately he calls us to submit to him.  The only proper response is to submit to Jesus as Savior and Lord. 

Questions:

1. Do you know Jesus as your Savior? Jesus saved us from our sins, but He is also our Savior every day. We never stop needing Him. What has He saved you from? What change has He produced in your life? Are you any different now that you have come to know Him? 

2. Is Jesus Lord over your life? Does He have full reign and rule over your thoughts, emotions, and actions? Have you given Him your past, your present, and your future? Are there areas of your life that you have not submitted to the Lordship of Christ? What is keeping you from doing that right now? 

MATTHEW 4: This chapter details the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, starting with his temptation in the desert and his calling of the first disciples to leave everything and follow Him. It culminates with Him demonstrating the gospel of the Kingdom that He proclaimed. 

Who does Jesus say that He is?  

· Led by the Spirit into the Desert (4:1). Even though Jesus was God, He was still led by the Holy Spirit just like we are. The Spirit led him into the desert where he was going to be tested. We think that if God is leading, we do not ever encounter any trial or sacrifice, but that is not true. Jesus was led by the Spirit into a time of trial.

· Hungry (expression of humanity) (4:2). Jesus was like us. He went through all that we went through physically and emotionally, yet was without sin (Heb. 4:15). 

· A Great Light (4:16). Jesus is light, in him is no darkness at all (1 John 1:5-7). When the light appears, darkness flees. When Jesus is present, darkness must give way.

· Healer of the sick, diseased, demon-possessed, etc. (4:24). Jesus demonstrated the Messianic reign and rule of the Kingdom of God by overcoming all that is connected to the Fall – sin, sickness, demonic activity, death. Jesus came to reverse the effects of sin and rebellion against God and He demonstrates the “Kingdom Come” nature of His ministry – “on earth as it is in heaven.” 

What does Jesus tell us to do?  

· Live not just by bread, but by the Word of God (4:4).  We are to gain our strength and sustenance from the Word of God. God’s Word is a lamp to our feet and a light to our path (Psalm 119:105). It discerns for us what is of the flesh and what is of the Spirit and exposes our hearts before the Lord (Heb. 4:12-13). It points us to Jesus so that we can go to Him and receive life (John 5:39-40). This world is not all there is. The Word of God reveals a spiritual dimension to life. 

· Do not put God to the test (4:7). We are to trust God, not be foolhardy and test Him. Many people jump far ahead of God and call it faith. Faith comes from hearing the Word (Rom. 10:17). Obedience comes from faith (Rom. 1:5).  We are to obey God and worship Him, not presume upon Him and call it faith. God is the initiator, we are the responder.  

· Worship God and serve Him only (4:10).  God alone is worthy of our praise. No one and nothing else in all creation is worthy of worship except God, no matter what it promises us. Satan promised Jesus all authority if He would worship him, yet that was not his to give. Jesus was given all authority in heaven and earth (Matt. 28:18) and that was extended to His followers after His resurrection and ascension for us to go and make disciples of the nations.

· Repent, for the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand (4:17). The only proper response to the Good News of the Kingdom is repentance. To repent comes from the Greek word metanoia, where we get the word, metamorphosis, which is what happens to a caterpillar when it changes to a butterfly. It reflects the changing of one’s heart and mind. To repent means to turn around and head in another direction – away from a self-centered, sinful life and toward God.

· Follow Him and He will make us fishers of men (4:19).  Following Jesus is not a static proposition. In other words, when we follow Christ, we go where He goes, we do what He does, and we go to the people that He goes to. Jesus came to seek and save the lost (Luke 19:10). If we are following Him, how can we not be doing what He is doing? How can our lives be about different things than Jesus’ life is about?  When we follow Jesus, He promises to make us into fishers of men. That begs the question: If we are not pursuing the lost and sharing the gospel with them, are we really followers of Jesus? He will make all those who follow Him into fishers of men. The disciples responded to Jesus’ command here by leaving their nets (means of income, trade, homes) and following Jesus. Will we?

Some observations: 

1. Jesus’ experience with Satan gives us some key truths that pertain to a daily relationship with the Father: 

a. First, the Word of God is as important (nay, more so!) than our daily food.  Jesus fasted and relied on the Word as his sustenance for forty days.  We should treasure the word, digesting and consuming its truths daily. 

b. Jesus showed trust and respect for the Word that God spoke to him.  He “did not put God to the test” when Satan tempted him.  He trusted that God could save him, yet this did not give him license to test the limits in disobedience.  We, too, must cultivate an obedience based on trusting the truths of God’s word.  

c. Jesus did not find anything as satisfying as a relationship with the Father—even when Satan tempted him with all the kingdoms of the world, Jesus valued his relationship with the Father more highly than anything else.  Though he was fully man (as expressed in his being hungry [4:2]) and was therefore subject to the temptations of power, fame, fortune, etc., he valued the relationship with the Father as being better than anything this world could offer.

d. Jesus was tested along the same lines as Eve was in the Garden (cravings, lust, boasting), yet overcame, thus reversing the curse of the Fall (Genesis 3:6; 1 John 2:16). He is truly the Second Adam who has come to restore us to God (Romans 5:12-19).   

e. Finally, notice that Jesus shows us the way in which we can use the Word to combat the enemy.  When faced with temptation, Jesus used Holy Scripture to strengthen his resolve and to wage war against the pressures of this world and against the lies of the Devil.

2. Immediately following this episode, Jesus calls us to ‘Repent,’ following him in obedience.  He calls us up into the example he just set.  In order to be fishers of men, we must first cultivate a relationship with the Father (now through our mediator, Jesus himself) in order to have the power to see this calling through.  Otherwise, we will fall into disobedience, testing God, succumbing to the cares of this world, etc. 

Questions:

1. What are you tempted by? Everyone has areas of their life where they face more temptation than in others. Jesus overcame by appealing to the Word of God. We can do the same. Jesus was tempted, yet was without sin (Hebrews 4:15-16).  Therefore, He is able to help us in all of our temptations. We must simply turn to Him and ask Him for help in our time of need. He will not leave us alone. Have you asked Jesus to help you? Will you?

2. When we follow Jesus, He makes us into fishers of men. Are you one who shares the gospel with others? If not, what keeps you from doing this? Do you believe that these obstacles are from the Lord? This is not a legalistic thing, because we are to first follow Christ and then observe as he makes us into fishers of men. But, we should recognize that not being one who shares the gospel is a warning to us that we are not following Christ, since Jesus came to seek and save the lost. Are you one who regularly shares the gospel? If not, why not?  How might you follow Christ more fully so that you are enabled to be a fisher of men?

MATTHEW 5-7:  In these chapters, Jesus proclaims the most powerful, surprising, upside-down message ever uttered, the Sermon on the Mount. This is the ethic of the Kingdom. It is not a new Law, but rather, it is a demonstration of what a life lived in Christ will look like. It is an explanation of the Christ-life that Jesus lives through all those who believe in Him (Gal. 2:20).

Who does Jesus say that He is? 

· Came to fulfill the Law and the prophets (5:17).  Jesus is the ultimate revelation of God. He is the “radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of His being” (Heb. 1:3). He is the Word of God (John 1:1).  All of Scripture points to Him and He fulfills all of it in His life and ministry. When Christ dwells in us and we live according to the Spirit, the requirements of the Law are met in us as well (Rom. 8:1-5; Gal. 5:22-25).

· Sees what we do in secret and rewards us (6:6).  We can have confidence that Jesus sees all and knows all. We are to live to God and not other people. Our lives are to be lived in view of His mercy as worship to Him (Rom. 12:1-2). When we look to others for identity or credit, we are looking away from God. We allow others to have power over us and that takes us out from under the Lordship of Christ. Declaring Christ as Lord puts us in position to live to Him and for Him and to be satisfied with what He thinks about us. It also frees us to not be dependent upon the opinions of others for our sense of worth.

· Knows our needs before we ask (6:8). We do not have to worry that God is unaware of our needs. This verse refers to the Father, but since Jesus and the Father are One (John 17:21) and Jesus lives to intercede for us (Hebrews 7:25; Romans 8:34), we can know that He knows what we are dealing with as well. 

· Will clothe and provide for me (6:30-31).  God provides for us all of our needs. 

· Will give good things to those who ask of Him (7:11).  God answers our prayers like a father giving good gifts to his children. He provides us what we need, not necessarily what we want.

· Will cut down every tree that does not bear fruit and throw it into the fire (7:19).  This related to verse 15 (false prophets) and verse 21 (not everyone who says ‘Lord, Lord’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven). Not everyone who claims to be a Christian really is. God will judge and separate those who really know Christ based on who bears fruit and who does not.  The fruit is the fruit that God produces (Gal. 5:22). If a person who claims to be a Christian is not producing fruit, then they do not belong to Christ. This is not works-righteousness, but rather, it is saying that saving faith is always accompanied by works that are pleasing to God (James 2:14-24).

· He is one who has authority (7:29).  Jesus did not speak the words of men, but the words of God. His teaching was not up for debate or reinterpretation. He could not be ignored. They had to deal with what He said and either repent or ignore it to their own detriment.

What does Jesus tell us to do?  

· Beatitudes: Matt. 5:1-12.  More than telling us to do something, Jesus is here declaring the attitudes or dispositions that God blesses. Some of these are ways that we are to be (poor in spirit, hunger and thirst for righteousness, pure in heart, peacemakers), while some of these are things situations that we find ourselves in (mourning, persecution).  These people are the blessed ones. Those who are blessed are decidedly different from what we thought before as there is nothing here about worldly riches, beauty, intelligence, personality, charisma, talent, or popularity. God blesses those who find their reward in Him. 

· Blessed are the poor in spirit (5:3). This is a declaration that God blesses those who have nothing. When you are empty in your spirit, you can be sure that Jesus will fill you with the Kingdom of Heaven, the reign and rule of God. 

· Blessed are those who mourn (5:4). God is near to the brokenhearted (Psalm 34:18). They will be comforted.

· Blessed are the meek (5:5).  The humble will be lifted up (James 4:6; 1 Peter 5:5-7). They will inherit the earth.

· Hunger and thirst for righteousness (5:6). God is looking to fill those whose hearts are fully devoted to Him. If you hunger after God, He will fill you and satisfy you (2 Chron. 16:9; Psalm 103:1-5). 

· Be merciful (5:7).  Jesus wants mercy instead of sacrifice (Matt. 9:13). We are all sinners. We should show one another mercy, as we are ones who need mercy from God.

· Be pure in heart (5:8). God makes us pure. Only when we come to Him and allow Him to purify us can we be restored to God (2 Cor. 5:21).

· Be peacemakers (5:9).  And we will be called sons of God. Jesus, the Son of God, is also the Prince of Peace (Isaiah 9:6).  He himself is our peace (Eph. 2:14), and has reconciled us to God and man (2 Cor. 5:18). When we are peacemakers, we share in the ministry of Christ, and also in His sufferings (Phil. 3:10-11). 

· Be persecuted for righteousness’ sake (5:10). We will inherit the Kingdom when we are persecuted for the sake of doing right. Jesus was persecuted and did not retaliate, but entrusted Himself to God (1 Peter 2:20-23). In the same way, when we suffer for doing right and entrust ourselves to God, we will receive the Kingdom. We should not seek to be honored or get our way, but rather, submit to the Lord and bear suffering for His name.

· Rejoice in persecution (5:11).  Because of the reward of Christ, we can even rejoice in our persecutions. Phil. 4:4 tells us to rejoice in the Lord always. This even means in the midst of persecutions and sufferings. Some Christians fear rejection from men more than just about anything. This is a sign that we are living to men and looking to other people for our worth and identity. It is a sign of idolatry in that we are putting other people in the place that we should only reserve for God. We are not to fear men or fear what they can do to us. Rather, we are to fear God only (Matt. 10:28).

· Be salt and light, as a city on a hill (5:13-15).  We are to give the world flavor and be a preserving factor. We are also to be the light of the world. That is because Jesus lives in us. Anywhere we go, we bring the light of Christ with us, no matter how dark the place is. When light shines in the darkness, the darkness must flee. We are to be that light in a dark world. Do we take this seriously, or are we filled with fear when the darkness comes? 

· Let light shine before men so that they may see you and glorify God (5:16). Our light is to shine before men, not be hidden. If Christ lives within us, our light will be apparent for all to see. If we are not shining, we must ask if we are connected to Christ. What keeps our light from shining?

· Practice and teach the commands so that you will be great in the Kingdom (5:19).  

· Let your righteousness exceed that of the Scribes and Pharisees (5:20). Our righteousness is to come from Christ, not ourselves, and it is to be an inner righteousness. The Pharisees did everything so that others could see them and give them praise. They played to men and got their worth and authority from them. We are to live for God and have an inner righteousness. It is not just our actions that are to be right, but we are to be right in our hearts before God. This happens when we have God’s law written on our hearts and minds through the ministry of Christ (Hebrews 8:6-12).

· Don’t be angry with your brother, insult him, or say “You fool” (5:22). When anger comes, we must give it to the Lord and not give into sin. Calling someone a fool or an idiot is the same as murdering them in your heart. This type of malice shows up in people headed for hell.

· If you are offering your gift and remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift and first be reconciled to your brother (5:24). We are not to worship wrongly (see Isaiah 58). If our relationships with others are not right, we should make them right and not try and cover them with religious activities. 

· Settle matters quickly with adversaries in legal matters (5:25).  We should never wait to make things right with others. God cares about good relationships.

· Do not look at a woman lustfully, for in doing so you are committing adultery in your heart (5:28).  What happens inside our heart matters. We are not to long for others sexually. God tells us that when we do, we have already committed adultery in our hearts. This type of lust must be dealt with, however severely. Like anger and hate, it characterizes those who are going to hell.

· Cut out your eye and cut off your hand before you allow them to cause you to sin (5:29-30). Do whatever you have to do to get put away sin. Colossians 3:5 tells us to “put to death whatever belongs to our earthly nature.” Execute it. Get rid of it by whatever means. It is deadly.

· Anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, causes her to commit adultery and anyone who marries the woman commits adultery (5:31-32). People who divorce without biblical reasons are adulterers and cause their spouse to commit adultery. We are to be one with our spouse and not join ourselves with another. 

· Do not swear at all, either by earth or by Jerusalem or by your head, but rather let your yes be yes and your No be No (5:33-37). We are not to try and justify ourselves or exalt ourselves. We should only look to God. We cannot control the future. We can’t help what happens. We should look to God and fulfill what we say we are going to do. 

· Do not resist an evil person (5:39).  We, like Jesus, are to look to God as our defense in the midst of persecution (1 Peter 2:20-24).  We are not to fight back, but entrust ourselves to God. 

· If someone strikes you, turn to him the other cheek, and if someone wants to take your tunic, let him have your cloak, and if someone wants you to walk one mile, go two.  Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you (5:42). What we have all comes from God. We are not to hold onto things or fight against others. If people want what we have, give it to them and trust God. It is about faith, not about holding onto things.

· Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you (5:43). We can only love our enemies because God loves us sacrificially (1 John 3:16). Biblical love means that we lay our lives down for others. The world’s version of love tells us that we only love because of someone makes us feel good about ourselves. Enemies don’t make us feel good about ourselves or do things for us, so how can we love them? But, Christ’s love is sacrificial. It enables us to love our enemies.

· Be perfect as your Heavenly Father is perfect (5:48).  Being perfect is related to loving sacrificially. The Law and Prophets are summed up in the command to love God and love others (Mark 12:29-31). When we love others, even our enemies, there is no guile within us. Selfishness has ceased and is laid down on the altar of sacrificial love. When we love even our enemies, we are most like God, because God demonstrated His love for us in this, while we were still sinners, Christ died for us (Romans 5:8).  Of course, only Christ is perfect and the command to be perfect is unattainable in our own strength. That is why we must go to Christ. But, when He loves sacrificially through us as we rest in His power, then we are living perfectly like the Father.

· Do not practice righteousness before others in order to be seen by them (6:1). God is our reward, not the opinions of others. We must live to God and not man.

· When you give, give in secrecy and in anonymity, that your Father may reward you (6:3-4). We will all receive rewards from God on the Day of Judgment. If our faith is in God, then we will receive the right rewards and will be free to serve others without trying to get something from them. Doing your good deeds for men enslaves you to their opinions and judgments of your worth. We belong to God. We are free. We should only live for Him and be free to do good deeds without having to be seen or get credit.  

· Do not pray like the hypocrites; rather, go into your room and pray quietly just before God (6:6). Prayer marks our relationship with God. He judges our hearts. It is not for others to see how spiritual we are. 

· Do not pray using empty phrases or babble like the pagans (6:7). Prayer comes from the heart and anyone can do it, even a child. It is not for religious professionals who know all the ritualistic words and incantations. Everyone can pray when they speak from their heart to their Creator.

· Pray using the model Jesus gave us (6:9-13).  Begin with acknowledgment of who God is – Father in Heaven. Praise Him.  Recognize His Lordship (Kingdom) and pray that His will would be done on earth as it is in heaven. What is God’s character? What is His will in heaven? That is what we should pray for here on earth. Ask for provision – everything comes from God. Receive forgiveness from God and from that place of forgiveness, forgive others. Submit to God’s leadership and deliverance from evil and Satan. We are to forgive others because God forgave us (Colossians 3:13).  When we do not forgive, we are showing that we have not received God’s forgiveness. The Christian forgives.

· Do not look somber when you are fasting, but put oil on your face and wash your head so you will not be obvious to men (6:16-18).  Again, when you fast, it is not for other people to think more of you. It is for God. We are not to live to others. When we do that, we enslave ourselves to their opinions of us and God wants us to be submitted to Him and live freely.

· Do not store up treasures on earth, but store up treasures in heaven (6:19-20).  Our investment should be in things above. Earthly riches are fleeting. They are eaten away and disappear. But, we should invest in the Kingdom through faith and good works. 

· Do not try to serve two masters—you can’t! (6:24).  If we love money, then we hate God. We cannot serve both money and God at the same time. We must serve God and trust Him to care for us.  Pursuing wealth pushes God out of the way and it makes us Lord over our own lives.

· Do not worry about your life, what you eat or drink or wear (6:25).  God will provide for us. We are to trust Him for our daily bread as well as for our salvation. We are not to be anxious, but rather, we are to look to the Lord in prayer, praise, and dependence (Phil. 4:4-9).

· Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness (6:33).  Before anything else, we are to seek after the reign and rule of God in our lives and in the world around us. Place yourself under the Lordship of Christ and do not fill your life with vain searching after the things of this world. Trust God. Look to Him. Pursue Him and His rule. Bring your life, all of it, under His rule.

· Judge not, or else you will also be judged (7:1).  When we judge others, we bring that judgment upon ourselves. If we point out someone else’s sins, that same measure of judgment is used upon us. We cannot judge. We don’t know why people do what they do. We cannot judge the motives of someone’s heart since we have our own false motives. We must commit them to the Lord. 

· Take the plank out of your own eye and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s (7:3).  We cannot judge correctly because we have our own issues to deal with that are often bigger than the things that we are judging our brother for. If we cannot get our own lives perfectly in order, then why are we spending our time judging the lives of others? 

· Don’t give dogs what is sacred; do not cast your pearls to swine (7:6-7).  We are not to put things before people that they have no capacity to receive. They will turn on us if we do. Rather, we should allow God to bring up out of us what is needed at the time. Let God lead us.

· Ask and it will be given you; seek and you’ll find; knock and the door will be opened to you (7:7).  We should have faith to believe God for the things that are on our hearts. He is a good God, compassionate and gracious. We should boldly approach the throne of grace to find help in our time of need (Hebrews 4:16).

· Do unto others as you would have them do unto you (7:12).  The Golden Rule. If we think about how we would like to be treated, that is a good guide for how to treat others. 

· Enter through the narrow gate, for wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction.  (7:13).  Jesus is the narrow gate. There is only one way to heaven, and that is through Him. Following Jesus is not a popular proposition. People like Jesus and He appeals to them, but they do not want to follow Him. They are not interested in obeying Him or carrying out His commands. The crowds liked Jesus for what they thought He could do for them, but they were not interested in truly walking after Him. Only a few want to do that. Only a few want to follow Jesus and have the faith to put into practice what He teaches. Do you follow Jesus or just approve of Him like the crowds? Are you entering through the narrow gate?

· Beware of false prophets (7:15-23).  All around us are people who look like they are Christians, but they are only trying to distort God’s Word and lead you astray. We must have discernment and compare their message and lifestyle with the message and life of Christ. Are they producing the fruit of Christ? Do they walk with God? Do they preach the true gospel? Do they live it? Not everyone who claims to be of Jesus are actually of Him. Not everyone who ministers actually knows the Lord. Some are doing it for personal gain. Others are trying to deceive. Others are deceived themselves. We must judge a tree by its fruit. Do they walk with God?

· Build your house on the rock – hear the words of Jesus and put them into practice (7:24-27).  Those who listen to Jesus and do what He says are the ones who will withstand the wind and the waves of live when they come against. They are the ones who build their houses on the rock. But, those who hear Jesus’ words and DO NOT put them into practice are like those who build their houses on sand. The wind and the waves of life tear them apart. Do you listen to Jesus and obey Him? Or, have you heard His words and then done what you wanted to, ignoring Him? If you are falling apart, it might be because you have not obeyed the Lord. The wind and waves might be getting to you because your house is not built on the rock of obedience.  

Some observations: 

1. What a laundry list of Do’s and Don’ts!  It seems as though Jesus is adding a few more chapters to the Levitical law!  However, look at what he says he did for us: He did not come to abolish the law, but to fulfill it.  The whole law has been fulfilled in the person of Jesus.  We can never keep the commands of the Old Law in our own strength, nor can we ever hope to obey these few commands here perfectly in our own strength.  However, through the person of Jesus Christ, our propitiation (1 Jn. 4:10), we have been deemed worthy to receive the gifts of eternal relationship with the triune God because of his blood.  Through Christ, these commands are obeyed as we cooperate with Him and allow Him to live through us by faith (Gal. 2:20).  

2. Notice that the commands virtually all deal with internal issues.  We are no longer called to wash, sacrifice, and observe the ritualistic demands of the Old Law: Rather, we are now called to a heart that is obedient.  The things we do in secret—the thoughts we think, the things we worship, the values we hold most dear—these are the things that must become holy and set apart for Christ as He lives through us.   

3. Jesus knows our needs before we ask.  He will provide for us.  He will reward us.  In a faith-relationship with Jesus, all of our earthly needs will be provided for.  He calls us to cultivate a heart that is faithful to him because He is faithful to meet our needs.  

Questions:

1. What are you living for? Do you believe that God’s way in Christ is better than the way of the world? Are you living for Jesus or for the acclaim of others and the things of this world?

2. What internal evils do you need to bring before the Lord? What thoughts, attitudes, and desires need to be submitted to God before they destroy you?

3. Have you become religious instead of living our of a relationship with Christ? Do you do your good works so that others will approve of you? How is that working out for you?

4. Do you obey Christ? Knowing His commands, do you obey Him or ignore Him? What has been the result of obedience in your life? Disobedience?  Which is better?

MATTHEW 8-9

Who does Jesus say that he is?  

· He took our illness and bore our diseases (8:17). Jesus is our healer. The Messianic prophecies of Isaiah 53 are fulfilled in Him. He is the Suffering Servant and He suffered so that He could bear our suffering.  We can bring our pain to Him and He heals.

· Has power over the winds and the sea (8:25-26).  Jesus is the Word of God. The world was created through Him (John 1:3) and He is before all things (Col. 1:16-17). Jesus has authority over all of creation.

· Has power over demons (8:32).  Satan and his demons must submit to Jesus. They cannot touch Him or those that are His. Jesus has authority over every demonic power. 

· Has power both to heal the sick and to forgive sins (9:1-8).  Both healing and forgiveness are found in Christ. He exemplifies the character of God in this (Psalm 103:3). 

· Came not to call the righteous, but the sinners (9:13).  The righteous here are actually those who think that they are righteous, because we are all sinners (Rom. 3:23).  We all need Jesus. He came after all of us who realize our sickness and desperate need. Jesus came to seek and save the lost (Luke 19:10). 

· Has power over death (9:24-26).  Jesus is the Resurrection and the Life (John 11:25). He has conquered death and hell. We need not fear death because Jesus has overcome (1 Cor. 15:12-28).

· Has compassion on the crowds (9:36).  Jesus was full of love for those who were weak, afflicted, worn out, and persecuted. He knew that they were in bondage and He came to free them. He acted in love toward those who didn’t know Him or from where He came (John 1:10-11).

What does Jesus tell us to do?  

· Desires our mercy—not sacrifice (9:13).  Jesus cares about our hearts. In all of his teachings on the inner life and motives, He is drawing a contrast between what true righteousness is and what we do. Outward acts do not cut it, because we can do the right outward acts and our hearts will still be evil. We need a new heart and we need to be made righteous from the inside. This is what Jesus provides us through His death and resurrection (2 Cor. 5:21).  

· Pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers (9:38).  We are to ask God to raise up laborers from among His people to represent Him and be His ambassadors (2 Cor. 5:16-21).  This is to be a regular thing that we pray for. 

Some observations: 

1. Jesus again shows that in himself may we find all of the security we need in our lives.  Echoing the promises of the Sermon on the Mount, he reveals to us the power and authority he has over disease, storms, spirits, our sins, and death.  What more could worry us?  

2. He shows us his compassion in the miracles he performs.  He is not a God who is removed—rather, he lovingly heals us, restores us, and redeems us from sin and death and demonic clutches.  He is fully-God and has all the authority therein.  Yet, he is God with us—Immanuel—and in relationship with him, we have access to that power!  The full scope of the salvation that Jesus provides is seen in these chapters. Jesus does not just provide forgiveness of sins, but He also delivers us from the evils of this age. Of course that deliverance will only be fully realized at the eschaton (second coming), but we get a foretaste now. 

Questions:

1. When you think of Jesus, what do you think of? Do you see Him as your healer and deliverer? Do you see Him as all powerful? Have you experienced His salvation?

2. What is salvation? Many just see it as forgiveness of sins. They see it as an establishment of a vertical relationship between God and man. That is true. It is that. But, it is so much more. Salvation brings in the shalom, or peace of God. We are made right with God and made right with others (Ephesians 2:1-18).  The barriers between us and God and between us and others are torn down in Christ, our peace. Things are set right.  God’s will is done. Salvation is forgiveness of sins, but it is more. It is healing, deliverance, freedom, and justice. It is experiencing the blessings of God in our whole life. Are you experiencing this? If not, what is keeping you from all that God has for us in Jesus Christ?

MATTHEW 10. In this chapter, we see Jesus confer His authority upon His disciples to spread the Gospel of the Kingdom and to demonstrate the reign and rule of God.  They were to demonstrate who He was to a needy, broken world. This is a picture of the ministry that Jesus would give the Church when the Holy Spirit came. Everything that we see the disciples doing and experiencing is what we are also to do and experience as we follow Jesus.  This chapter declares what will happen to those who follow Christ, so it should be read in its entirety to see what awaits those who believe in Christ and follow Him.  We have freely received the Gospel of the Kingdom and now, we are made witnesses to this Good News among those separated from God!

Who does Jesus say that he is?  

· His Spirit will give us words to say in time of need (10:20).  Jesus will never leave us nor forsake us. He will always be with us and will give us what we need when we need it, if we look to Him. 

· Knows the hairs on our heads, and watches over us, just as he watches nature (sparrows) (10:29). 

· Did not come to bring peace, but a sword (10:34).  We have a view of Christ as though he never caused any trouble. Surely, division does not come from Jesus, who is meek and mild, right? In reality, Jesus separates people because those who believe in Him are opposed by those who do not. In families, some will follow Christ and some will not. Friends will leave one another. Persecution will occur. Jesus does not promise us a serene, peaceful life here on earth. He promises us peace with God and right relationships with others as much as it is dependent upon us. But, there are no guarantees that everything will work out the way that we want them to. Actually, quite a bit of turmoil will follow those who follow Christ because His Kingdom is not of the world. It is diametrically opposed to what this world stands for and those who live for Him will represent that and be separated from those who are tied to this world and its system.

What does Jesus tell us to do?  

· Proclaim the Kingdom of heaven (10:7).  The Kingdom of Heaven was used in Matthew the same way that the Kingdom of God was used in the other gospels. It is the reign and rule of God that arrived in the person and work of Jesus. It is the only gospel He ever preached. Jesus did not just proclaim personal salvation, but rather, He proclaimed the full message of the Kingdom which brings all of creation under His Lordship. We are told to proclaim the same message (Ephesians 1:22-23; 3:8-12; 2 Cor. 5:16-21).

· Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons, freely you have received, freely give (10:8).  We are given the authority of Christ to do His work. We tend to shy away from this and think that only Jesus did these things. We are right about that. But, He chooses to do it through us as well as we pray, serve, and surrender to Him. This all comes from grace. We have freely received adoption into God’s family with all of the blessings of being reconnected to God. We must live with open hands and give away what we have received. Genesis 12:3 says that we are blessed to be a blessing. 1 Peter 4:10 says that we are to faithfully administer God’s grace in its various forms according to the gifts that God has given us. Eric Geiger in Identity: Who You are in Christ says, “Since we are God’s servants, He has entrusted us with His resources. We are His stewards, His managers, His administrators. Not only do we manage God’s finances, creation, and time; but we also manage His grace. God has entrusted His grace to you for you to manage. When you serve, you administer God’s grace to other people. As you serve others, you dispense God’s love and compassion.”  We often do not think much of what we have been given or our responsibility to share it with others. But, God desires to flow through us. Freely you have received. Freely give.

· Do not take provision with you – the worker is worth His keep. God will provide (10:9-10).  This reminds us of the commands regarding provision in the Sermon on the Mount in Matt. 6:19-34. God provides. When He calls us to follow Him, He will take care of us. Our job is to trust and obey. His job is to provide. This has a missional aspect to it as well. When God sends you someplace, you should expect Him to provide for you since He is the One sending. Much ministry is hampered by people trying to work out all of the details themselves instead of trusting God. This is true regarding time, energy levels, finances, and the sacrifices required to follow God. God will provide. This does not mean that we are to be presumptuous and put God to the test, but it does mean that we are to radically believe in Him when He calls us to follow Him.

· Stay at the home of a worthy person – a man of peace (10:11-15).  God is always at work (John 5:17).  If He sends us somewhere, we can believe that He has people prepared to receive us and hear the message. Through prayer and discernment, we can follow God as He sends us to the people that He has prepared to receive us. God is always working.  If the people will not listen to you and you find no one there responsive, then move on recognizing that they have hard hearts.

· Be wise as serpents but innocent as doves (10:16).  We are to be innocent when it comes to evil and partaking of the evil of this world, but we are to be shrewd when it comes to understanding the evil that exists in this world. We are to be pure but not naive. 

· Do not be anxious about what to say (10:19).  We should not worry about the words to speak when the time comes to be witnesses for Christ. Any anxiety over this is not from God because Jesus clearly tells us that He will give us the words to speak. Many Christians are afraid to witness for Christ because they think that they will not know what to say. Some training is good in this, but we should depend upon the Holy Spirit and have confidence that God will give us the words to speak. We do not have to be anxious. 

· Have no fear (10:26).  Fear does not come from God. Fear marks the distance between us and God in our experience. In God, there is no fear. When we know Him, we are full of confidence. Who can stand against God? If we are in Him, then what do we have to fear? Fear comes from our flesh and from Satan.

· Do not be afraid to acknowledged God before men (10:31-33).  There is no such thing as the secret Christian. Many want to know the benefits of following Christ without suffering the cost of persecution for being His followers. They operate out of fear of what people will think if they take a stand for Christ. But, if we are afraid of men and fail to acknowledge God, it shows that we are controlled by their opinions and not by the Spirit of God. This is not God’s plan. If we fail to acknowledge Jesus in this life, He will not acknowledge us before the Father in Heaven. Those who truly know Christ give witness to Him before others. 

· Love God more than everything else—brothers, sisters, father, mother, etc. (10:35-37).  When we follow Christ, we will often have to choose between Him and those that we love if they refuse to follow Christ as well. We must choose Christ.  We must love Christ more than our family members or we are not worthy of Him. He demands everything.

· Take up cross and follow him, losing your life in order to find his (10:38-39).  We must be willing to die for Christ, or we are not worthy of Him. We must lay our life down and take up His life. This requires the death of our own will and desires and a taking on of the life of Christ. This is not optional for the disciple but it is required of all who would follow Christ. This is why those who follow Jesus walk a narrow path with few companions. Most do not want the Cross. They want the glory and the benefits, but they do not want the Cross. Unless you take up your Cross, you will not know Jesus.  We only find our life when we lose it. Faith means that we look to Jesus and receive what He has for us instead of trying to carve out our own life in the way that we think best. God knows best and He reveals it to us in His Word and by His Spirit. Will we trust Him?

· Anyone who receives Jesus, a prophet, or gives a cup of cold water to one of his little ones will not lose their reward (10:40-42).  Everything that we do for the Lord will be rewarded by God. It is not wrong or selfish to recognize this. It is a promise of God. 1 Corinthians 3:10-15 tells us that what is built on the foundation of Christ with costly materials like gold, silver, and precious stones will last. This means that everything that we do for God in the power of His Spirit will last. We will be rewarded at the judgment as well as in this life (Mark 10:29-31). The Spirit gives life and whatever is done of the flesh counts for nothing (John 6:63; 15:5).  We often do not live in view of the rewards that God has for us. He blesses us when we obey Him and bless others. This does not mean that we obey God to receive blessing. We cannot earn His favor. Rather, we obey Him because we already have His favor. We live in response to Him. But, this does not mean that we do not accrue rewards. We receive the reward of His presence, but also, our good deeds are not forgotten. When we sow to please the Spirit, we reap a harvest of eternal life (Gal. 6:8-9). But, all of our rewards come from God and we will lay them down before the Lord. We see the picture in heaven of those with crowns laying them down before the Lord (Rev. 4:9-11).  The crowns (1 Cor. 9:25) that we receive are the crowns of righteousness (2 Tim. 4:8), life (James 1:12; Rev. 2:10), glory (1 Peter 5:4), and the fruit of our ministry in the lives of others (1 Thess. 2:18-20). 

Some Observations:

1. Jesus calls us into action: He did not come to bring peace, but to put a sword to worldly allegiances that run counter to allegiances to Him.  He calls us to proclaim the kingdom, to get our hands dirty in this world of hurting and pain and strife.  He tells us that we will be taking up a daily cross, that we will sacrifice to follow after him. But while he did not come to bring peace to the worldly institutions, he is yet our peace.  His spirit helps us and He empowers us.  He knows us better than we know ourselves.

2. We can thus have confidence in our obedience to him, for though we will encounter opposition (be it demonic or of this world), we can have no fear because he watches over us.  He guides us and gives us the power to live for Him. He gives us the words to speak and He provides for us. Following Jesus means that we leave behind our dependence on this world and we depend on God alone. We live differently because we are not of this world.

Questions:

1. Do you proclaim the Kingdom of God (reign and rule of God) through your lifestyle, actions, and words? Are you a witness for Christ? If not, why not? If so, then how does this play out in your life?  How can you invite Jesus to live through you in practical ways today? In big ways?

2. Have you taken up your Cross to follow Jesus? In other words, have you laid down your life and your own desires to follow Jesus? Are you surrendered to Him?  This is what He requires of us: Everything. He does not want lukewarm followers who only want the benefits of Christ without the cost of discipleship. What areas of your life do you need to lay down before the Lord so that you can truly follow Him? What fears do you have that keep you from obeying Him in the hard things? What is God asking of you?

MATTHEW 11

Who does Jesus say that he is?  

· Blind see, lame walk, lepers cured, deaf hear, dead raised, good news preached to the poor (11:4-6).  When John the Baptist’s followers came to Jesus to ask if he was the One, the Messiah, Jesus pointed to what he did. He was fulfilling Isaiah 61 (Luke 4:18-19).  He did not just speak words, but he demonstrated God’s power.  Paul tells us that he did the same thing in 1 Cor. 2:1-5.  The Kingdom was coming in power and Jesus was demonstrating that. Blessed are those who understand, who perceive, and who receive Jesus for who He is and for what He is doing. In the same way, the world asks the church, “Are you the one who was to come, or should we expect someone else?”  What do we tell them? If we are the hands and feet of Jesus and if He lives within us, shouldn’t we also point to the demonstration of the Kingdom of God (God’s reign and rule) in our lives and ministry? This is why living for God and obeying Him has a missional importance. We demonstrate God by how we live and by the ministry that we do. We can believe God for great things and do the works of Jesus. As we do, the world gets their answer. These are the people that embody Jesus and are working to set things right. They might not always join in because many are darkened in their understanding and love their sin (Eph. 4:17-19), but that is not up to us. We must demonstrate the life of Christ in word and deed.

· Jesus is called a “friend of ‘sinners’” (11:19).  Jesus’ accusers actually got this right. He did come to identify with sinners, though He did not sin. There was a reason that tax collectors, prostitutes, drunkards, and sinners were attracted to Jesus. He did not engage in their sins, but He did hold out love and hope to them. They were drawn to Him. Instead of withdrawing in shame over their sin, Jesus accepted them as people made in God’s image. They felt safe with Him and He caused them to believe that there was hope for them. How do “sinners” feel in your presence? Do you give them love and hope, or do they want to run away from you?

· All things have been given to him by the Father – He knows the Father and reveals Him to those He chooses (11:27).  Jesus is the exact representation of God. If you want to see God, look at Jesus (Hebrews 11:3). Jesus is above all things and God has reconciled the world to Himself through Christ (Col. 1:15-20).  Is there anything outside of the realm of Jesus’ authority?

· Gives rest to the weary who seek him (11:28).  Jesus calls all those who are weary from this world and the struggle of sin to come to Him. This harkens to the invitation given in Isaiah 55 to those who are hungry and thirsty and have no money to come and eat and drink and freely partake of God’s blessings.  It is because of grace. 

· Is gentle and humble in heart (11:29).  God is humble. We see this as Jesus represents God’s humility through his humble birth, his life as a man who had no place to lay his head, and his humble death. Yet, He is glorious and is worthy of praise. We often don’t think of God as humble, but He is (Phil. 2:1-11). He does not exalt Himself, yet truth requires that He be worshiped because He is worthy.  Jesus is also gentle, yet in Revelation we see Him warring against injustice and unrighteousness. We see Him opposing evil during his life and ministry. Yet, for those who are broken down and who come to him, he is gentle and humble in heart. He receives all those who call upon Him (Romans 10:13).  These characteristics are also lived out in us when we allow Jesus to live through us. We should not try and cultivate humility or gentleness or love or kindness. Those things are the Fruit of the Spirit. They are the manifestations of the character of God. Rather, we should cultivate our relationship with God and ask Him to live through us. We should look to Him and put on Christ’s character while we put off the things that belong to the worldly nature (Eph. 4:20-24). 

· Jesus’ yoke is easy and his burden is light (11:30).  Following Jesus costs us everything, but it is the most natural thing that we will ever do. We were made to follow Him. When we are in Christ, all things hold together (Col. 1:17).  We find that His commands are not burdensome, but they are lifegiving.  His Spirit gives life and streams of living water flow from within all those who believe in Him (John 7:37-39). It doesn’t mean that following Jesus is easy and that there is no cost (see Matthew 10:38-39), but it does mean that walking with Him is a light walk full of what life is meant to be. He puts us on a straight path.  

What does Jesus tell us to do?  

· The least in the Kingdom are greater than John the Baptist – Kingdom of Heaven is advancing forcefully and forceful men lay hold of it (11:11-12).  This is not to diminish John the Baptist. Jesus says that he is the greatest born of women. But, it tells us that our spiritual birth is more important than anything. Those included in the Kingdom, because of the spiritual reality of who God is and who He makes them to be, is greater than anything that we can see here on earth. John the Baptist designated the ending of the old order and the beginning of the new. The Kingdom was coming forcefully and forceful men laid hold of it. We are to violently grab hold of God’s Kingdom and see it as a treasure of great worth – worth all. The Kingdom parables give insight here (especially Matthew 13:44-46 – the treasure and the pearl of great price). 

· The truth about God is revealed to little children and hidden from the wise and learned (11:25-26).  If you want to know God, you must become like a little child. Children are full of wonder and excitement. They are not jaded. They trust and are innocent of evil. They are not filled with their own accomplishments or pride. They take life as it comes. We must become like dependent, innocent, trusting children if we want to see the wonder of God’s work and if we want to embrace His Kingdom. The wise and learned are so full of themselves that they have no room for God.

· Come to him, all who are weary; take his yoke and learn from him—it is easy and light (11:29).  Jesus invites the poor and needy to come to Him.  He makes the way for salvation and our response is to come to Him with nothing but our need of Him. Have you responded to that invitation? Are you bringing all of your life to Him, or are you trying to live in your own strength? 

Some observations: 

1. Jesus is again showing the nature of the Kingdom of God. It transforms people completely and sets them free. It is advancing forcefully. It is apprehended by forceful, hungry people who lay hold of it. It is for the weak, the last, the children, the poor in spirit. This generation wants us to dance to its own tune (11:16-17), but no matter what we do, it does not satisfy our critics. They do not understand the Kingdom.  The unspiritual will always be critical of the people of God. But, those who are simple, like children, see God’s work through Jesus Christ. He has revealed it to us. May we not be like those from Korazin and Bethsaida who rejected Jesus and His Kingdom works. Let us be like children who gladly receive all that He is doing in our lives.

2. The heart is so important. We tend to focus on outward appearances. Success is measured by what others think, how much we accomplish, and how much we can verify. But, Jesus tells us to come to him. If we concern ourselves with anything, it should only be with following Christ. He has good works prepared in advance for us to do (Eph. 2:10). But, they are His works, not our own. The world will run us ragged with its speculations, questions, and lack of faith. But, we must encounter Christ on His own terms as He reveals Himself. We must know Jesus.

Questions:

1. How do you define spiritual growth? Success?  What measurables do you use?  Some people focus on how much they do for the Lord, what they accomplish, or how many people look to them as a leader.  Others focus on how successful they are in putting off sin or in being righteous. But, Matthew 11 tells us that Jesus is working. Do we believe it? Our spiritual life should be a life lived with Christ. Do we spend time with Him? Do we follow Him? Do we obey Him, believing that His way is better than the ways of the world (Hebrews 11:24-28).

2. How are you specifically getting to know Jesus better this year? What are you doing differently this year than last year to grow in your knowledge and dependence upon Christ? How are you taking on the easy yoke and light burden of the Lordship of Christ? In your journal, list some ways that you might get to know Jesus better this year.

MATTHEW 12-17

Who does Jesus say that he is? 

· Jesus is greater than the temple (12:6).  Jesus is greater than the Jewish religion with its temple, sacrificial system, laws, and priesthood. We see a full exploration of this in the Letter to the Hebrews.  Hebrews, like Romans, tells us that we now approach God through faith in Christ. Because of what Jesus has done, we can boldly approach the throne of grace with freedom and confidence (Hebrews 4:14-16).  Jesus is greater than Abraham, Moses, the temple, the Law, the sacrifices, and the priests. We come to God through Him. This message is what God Jesus killed and it got Stephen killed in Acts 7 as well.

· Desires mercy and not sacrifice (12:7).  Jesus wants a heart change for each of us. Outward works of religion do not save us. Only what comes from within matters. Jesus gives us that new heart as we look to Him. He is mercy. He was our sacrifice. We do not need to continually offer sacrifices for God to accept us. Jesus’ sacrifice was once for all (Hebrews 7:23-28). Jesus abolished the sacrificial system in Himself. The result is that we are accepted in Christ alone. But, extending mercy to others is a manifestation of the life of Christ that dwells within us. Mercy is an appropriate response to the sacrifice of Christ on our behalf.

· Is Lord of the Sabbath (12:8).  Jesus stands above the Law. The Sabbath was instituted as a day of worship and rest. It was the day set apart for the Lord. But, Jesus is Lord. He is greater than the Sabbath. All of the Law and Prophets are fulfilled in Him (Matt. 5:17-18).  If He includes us in Himself by faith, then we can be certain that the Law that stood against us has been dealt with because Jesus fulfilled the Law. If He declares us righteous, then we are righteous (Gal. 3:10-14; 21-25).

· He is chosen, loved, and delighted in by the Father (12:18).  This begins a reference to the Messianic prophecy of Isaiah 42:1-4. We see here what was declared over Jesus at his baptism (Luke 3:21-22).  Jesus is accepted by the Father. The Father’s stamp of approval is upon Him so that he can fully represent the Father and His plan for us. When we see Jesus at work, we see God Himself. Jesus and the Father are One. 

· The Spirit of the Father is upon him (12:18).  God is Trinity. Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are fully involved in Jesus’ redemptive work. He was fully God but also fully man. The Holy Spirit was upon Him, enabling Him to carry out the will of the Father. This same Holy Spirit is poured out upon us (Romans 8:11) when we accept the work of Christ on our behalf that provides forgiveness of sins and access to God’s presence for all who believe in Him.

· Will proclaim justice to the nations (12:18).  Jesus came to make things right in a broken world. He came to bring the Kingdom (reign and rule) of God. At the name of Jesus, every knee will bow and confess that Jesus is Lord (Phil. 2:10-11).  Wherever things are occurring in the world that do not line up with God’s will and character, Jesus works to make things right. This is the mission of His followers as we embody the character and life of Christ. This is what life in the Kingdom looks like – extending the ministry of Jesus by bringing justice to the nations. Injustice is opposed to the character of Christ, but justice is to roll like a river, righteousness like a never failing stream (Amos 5:24).

· Will not break the bruised or snuff out the smoldering (12:20).  Jesus knows that we are but dust. He knows that we are weak (Psalm 103:9-16). He will not overwhelm us or destroy us. He is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit (Psalm 34:18).

· Will bring justice to victory (12:20).  It often seems that justice is far away, as though God has forgotten about us. But, God promises that justice will win out! He will make things right. We must wait upon the Lord and believe that He is working, even when it seems like He is not. We are not alone and this life is not all there is. Jesus will make things right, either in this life or in the life to come. He is our hope.

· Is the hope of nations (12:21).  For all those who are suffering and oppressed, Jesus is our hope. How does the prisoner continue to persevere? How do those suffering in poverty, war, and oppression continue to carry on? Through faith in Christ. Jesus will deliver. He will bring justice to all the oppression in the world. We must make sure that we are always on the side of the poor and the oppressed and never on the side of the oppressors. God opposes oppression and injustice. He brings low all who exalt themselves and exalts all who are humbled. 

· Casts out demons by the Spirit of God (12:28).  Jesus had authority over Satan and his demons by the Spirit of God. This showed that the Kingdom of God had come to them. Whenever we see God exercising His power and authority, that is where His Kingdom is manifesting itself. Jesus brought the Kingdom by showing this authority. If Jesus has authority over demons and we are in Christ, then should we fear Satan and his minions? Is there anything that we should fear?

· Jesus will be three days in the heart of the earth (12:40).  Like Jonah to the Ninevites, the death and burial of Jesus was a sign to a wicked and adulterous generation. One greater than Jonah had arrived. The earth would give him up just as the fish gave up Jonah and Ninevah was saved. So also, Jesus would rise again, and all who believe in Him will be saved from destruction.

· Is one greater than Solomon (12:42).  Jesus is greater than the greatest of earthly kings and more wise than the wisest of all earthly rulers.  He has authority over the kings of the earth.

· Is the brother of all who do the will of the Father (12:49-50).  When we follow God’s will, we are in Jesus’ family. What is the work of God? John 6:28-29 says that it is to believe in the one He has sent – Jesus. We become a part of God’s family by placing our faith in Jesus and receiving His righteousness (Phil. 3:7-11). Then, we live by faith in Jesus and allow Him to live through us (Galatians 2:20). 

· Will gather the weeds and burn them; will gather the wheat and bring in (13:30).  At the end of the age, Jesus will orchestrate the separation of His followers from those who are not. Those who know Him will be gathered together to be with Him forever, while those who do not know Him will be cast into the fire to be burned. 

· Is truly the Son of God (14:33).  Jesus’ disciples worshiped Him as the Son of God when He walked on the water and lifted Peter out of it when he was sinking down. They saw Him as the Son of God when He delivered Peter. We most often see Jesus for who He really is when we have been delivered from the consequences of our unbelief. We often fail to see Jesus for who He really is when things are going well. But, when the wind and waves crash over us, and He delivers us, we worship Him because we see His power and mercy. Are you seeing Jesus for who He really is, the Son of God? Or, are you focused on the wind and waves?

· Has compassion on the crowds (15:32).  Jesus was not a stoic. He saw the needs of people and knew that they were hungry. He had compassion on their physical needs as well as their spiritual needs. Jesus did not dismiss the very real things like empty stomachs and thirsty throats. He ministered to their needs and had his disciples miraculously feed them from the loaves and fish.

· He is Christ, the Son of the Living God (16:16).  This was Peter’s great confession and it could only have been revealed to him by the Father (vs. 17).  Jesus is the Messiah, the Anointed One.  He is God’s Son, the Second Person of the Trinity. He is all God and all man, the God-man. He was worthy to provide salvation to all who look to Him. This confession is what saves us because it only comes to those who have been given eyes to see by God through the preaching of the Gospel (Romans 1:16-17; 10:8-17). 

· Will build his church (16:18).  Jesus will build his church on the rock, the confession of faith in Christ as Lord. This is similar to what He said about hearing His words and putting them into practice (Matt. 7:24-25).  When we listen to Jesus and obey Him, we are building our house on the rock and the wind and waves will not overcome us. In the same way, the church is built on the confession that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the Living God. The early church proclaimed as slogan, so to speak, Jesus is Lord. When we proclaim Jesus as Lord, our lives come under His dominion. Satan cannot prevail against this confession because Jesus has dominion over Satan. This confession is not some kind of mental ascent, but rather, it is a relational confession that brings us in submission to Christ. When we are in relationship with Him, nothing can touch us.

· Will give us the keys of heaven that we may bind and loose on earth (16:19). When we are under Jesus’ authority, then His authority flows through us. When we pray according to His will, He hears us and answers our prayers. When we operate in His authority, He is there in the midst of us (Matt. 18:20). He has brought all things under his feet for the church (Eph. 1:22-23) and we are to represent Him as His ambassadors (2 Cor. 5:16-21). 

· Will come in his father’s glory with the angels and will reward each person according to his deeds (16:27).  Jesus sees everything and our deeds will be remembered and rewarded. What is given up in this life in service to Christ will be returned to us (Mark 10:29-31).  We will not be forgotten.  If we think that living for Christ profits us nothing, just remember the Jesus rewards. 

· He is God’s son; God is well pleased with him (17:5).  Again, we see the stamp of approval from the Father upon Jesus. We are told to listen to Jesus.  There are many voices in the world telling us the way to God or telling us how to live and be fulfilled. We are constantly bombarded by a million different messages. But, the only one that God the Father tells us to listen to is Jesus.

· Has come, but is not recognized by his people – Jesus will suffer at their hands (17:12).  When we don’t recognize Jesus or listen to Him, we must put Him aside. Jesus forces us to deal with Him and His message. When the people did not recognize Him for who He was and they did not want to listen to Him, they crucified Him. In a sense, we do the same thing when we do not recognize Jesus or when we ignore His words. Jesus stirs things up. He upsets the status quo. His Kingdom is upside down compared to the kingdoms of this world. The first will be last. The poor will be rich. Children will inherit the kingdom. The least will be greatest. The greatest are the ones who serve. You must be born again. Love your enemies. Pray for those who oppose you. Turn the other cheek. Do not do your good deeds before men. Store up treasures in heaven, not on earth.  Trust God, not man.  All of these words of Jesus turn the life that we are used to living on its head and cause us to either run to God or away from Him. The people didn’t want to deal with Jesus, so they crucified Him. What do we do?

· Has power over demons (17:18).  Again, we see Jesus’ power over demons. What evil can befall us that Jesus cannot overcome? What temptation is too great for Jesus to eradicate? It is not that our temptations are too strong, but that our faith in Jesus is too weak. We must look to Him. He promises to deliver us, but he requires faith.

· Will do great things if we have faith of a mustard seed (17:20).  Our faith does not have to be great.  We must only believe in Christ with whatever faith we have and He will deliver and rescue. He will set us free from whatever binds us if we will just look to Him.

· Will be betrayed into the hands of men (17:22).  Jesus would die for our sins to bring us to God (1 Peter 3:18). 

What does Jesus tell us to do? 

· A Tree is recognized by its fruit. What comes out of the mouth shows what is in the heart. We will give an account for careless words spoken on the Day of Judgment (12:33-37). The words that we speak betray our heart. We must bring everything into submission to Christ by first, having our hearts changed. When we walk with Jesus, we are changed and we become like Him. How can two walk together unless they are agreed (Amos 3:3). When we walk with Jesus, we are conformed to His likeness (Romans 8:29). This heartchange is then reflected in our speech, actions, and what we are known for, like the fruit of a tree. But, remember, it is the Fruit of the Spirit that we are to display (Gal. 5:22). It comes from faith in Christ and dependence upon the Holy Spirit that is the result of a new heart.

· Whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother (12:50). Our true family comes through relationship with Christ expressed through the obedience that comes from faith (Rom. 1:5).  We are joined together with other believers into the Church, which is the community of called out ones who have left all to follow Christ. This spiritual family supersedes even our earthly family because it has Christ as the head. We are connected to Christ and to one another by the Holy Spirit.

· Honor your father and mother (15:4-7).  While we have a spiritual family in Christ, we are still to honor and care for our earthly families. These are the relationships that we were born into and we have great opportunity to love and live out the Christ life among those that God has joined us together with in our earthly families. 

· Take care, what comes out of the mouth defiles (15:10). This is because what comes out of a man’s mouth comes from his heart. It is impossible to not be around evil in an evil world, but we are not to partake of it and make it our own. When we participate in evil, it comes from the evil that flows out of our heart. That is what defiles us, not outward things.

· Be on guard against the yeast (teaching) of Pharisees and Sadducees (16:6). They separate you from God by saying that righteousness is based on outward performance. True righteousness comes from faith in Christ as He makes us righteous within. Our life is to be a response to God’s initiative. We must be on guard against teaching that places our focus on ourselves and our performance in establishing our relationship with God. Galatians is about this very thing.

· Deny yourself, take up your cross and follow him (16:24).  Salvation cannot be found within ourselves or by our striving. It can only be found in Christ. We must put aside all allegiances except Christ. The Cross must do its work and strip us of sin and self-focus. We must put aside our fleshly desires and follow Christ. True life can only be found in Him.

· Must lose our lives in order to save them (16:25). True life is found in losing our life for Christ and taking on His life. We must look to Him and not ourselves. This happens in prayer and surrender to the Lord. Faith is required to really believe that God’s way is best. We must know His Word so that we know what His commands are. The Word of God shows us what is of the Spirit and what is of the flesh (Hebrews 4:12-13). We must listen to the Holy Spirit as He teaches us and guides us in how to follow Christ. 

· Listen to Him (17:5).  A requirement for every follower of Christ is that we listen to Him. How can we follow if we do not listen? How can we be His disciples if we go our own way? We must meditate upon the Word of God. We must spend time in prayer listening to God as well as talking to Him. We must learn how to hear God’s voice in prayer and through the Word. People struggle with this, but God is faithful to help us. James 1:5-8 tells us that if we lack wisdom, we should ask God and when He instructs us, we should believe and not doubt. 1 Corinthians 2:6-16 tells us that we have the Holy Spirit to reveal to us the deep things of God and we have been given the mind of Christ. John 14:26 tells us that the Holy Spirit will be our teacher and will teach us all things.  We really can listen to Jesus and obey Him. The primary and most sure way to do this is through the Word of God. The Holy Spirit will bring it to mind and guide us with it. But, God also speaks to our hearts in bringing things to mind and instructing us. Of course, all of that must be judged by the Bible, but we must know that God speaks and we, as His children, must listen.

· Don’t be afraid (17:7).  Fear is not from God. God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power, love, and a sound mind (2 Timothy 1:7).  When we are afraid, we are not trusting in Christ. The amount of fear in our life is directly proportional to how much we are NOT trusting Christ. We are told to cast all our anxiety upon God for He cares for us (1 Peter 5:7). We are also told to not be anxious about anything, but pray and ask God for help and His peace will guard our hearts (Phil 4:6-7).  The opposite of faith is fear. Are you motivated by fear or faith?

Some observations: 

1. Having just assured his children that we have the empowerment of a relationship with him in which he carries our burdens for us and watches over us, Jesus now turns his attention to parables about the Kingdom of God. We continue to see His healing power and His authority over demons. We see Him glorified in the Transfiguration and we learn about the judgment to come for all who do not believe in Him. We also begin to encounter word of Jesus’ sacrificial death for us so that we can have new life. 

2. Jesus tells us to listen to him, for he will do great things in us if we have but a little faith.  Though he begins discussion of times when he is gone (17:22), we can yet not be afraid, because we have a relationship with the Christ, the Son of the Living God.  
Questions:

1. Do you know Jesus as Lord of your life?  We asked this question earlier in our study, but it bears repeating. These chapters tell us amazing things about who Jesus is, but we must believe in Him along the lines of how He reveals Himself to experience Him as such. Many Christians redefine Jesus according to their own perceptions. What about now? How do you see Jesus? Do you see Him as Lord and ruler over your life?  If so, how does that change things? If not, then why not? What would it take to fully submit yourself to the Lordship of Christ so that His will becomes your desire?

2. In Matthew 12, we see the prophecy that Jesus will bring justice to the nations. As His follower, how do you participate in bringing justice to this world? How should the church participate in making things right in a world gone mad? How can we carry out Jesus’ justice mission practically both locally and globally?

MATTHEW 18-20

Who does Jesus say that he is?  

· Father is not willing that any of his little ones should be lost (18:14).  Jesus reflects this same concern. He is the Great Shepherd. He cares for us and comes after us. The entire mission of Jesus was to come after us and rescue us. He paid the greatest price to go after the lost to restore them to God. He gave His life for this.  Do we reflect Jesus’ heart in seeking after those who have wandered away? 

· Will do anything when asked in accordance with his will (18:19).  This is seen in the context of restoring those who have wandered away from the Lord and have fallen into sin. When 2 of us come together and pray for the restoration of those who have wandered from the Lord, God hears and responds.  

· When 2 or 3 come together, he is in their midst (18:20).  Again, this is in the context of restoring the erring brother who has wandered away into sin. We have confidence that Jesus will be with us as we do this difficult task. Of course, He is always with us and we are indwelt by the Holy Spirit, but He promises to be with us in a special way in this task.

· All things are possible with him (19:26).  It is impossible for man to be saved in his own strength. We cannot do it. But, not with God. All things are possible with Him. God saves.

· Will give everyone eternal life who has left houses or family or fields for his sake (19:29).  Jesus does not forget those who serve Him and give up all to follow Him. Again, we see rewards promised to those who follow Jesus. We are called to give up everything, but in that, we are reminded of our rewards in Christ. 

· He is generous (20:15).  He is the great giver. We cannot out give God. His grace is unlimited and He is generous in dispensing it.  

· Came to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many (20:28).  Jesus was a servant. He served by giving His life away so that we could go free. If we say we want to be like Jesus, one of the greatest ways to do this is to serve others and lay our life down for other people. This is what Christ did and this is what real love is (1 John 3:16). We cannot say that we follow Christ unless we are engaging in a lifetime of service to others.

· Restores sight to the blind (20:34).

· Has compassion on the sick (20:34).

What does Jesus tell us to do? 

· Change and become like a little child, for the kingdom of heaven is theirs (18:3). We look down on children and their spiritual capacity. But, Jesus says that the kingdom of heaven is theirs. They are not complex or analytical. They take things literally and they believe you when you say things. Life teaches painful lessons and even children grow jaded, but this is not how it should be. With great imagination, they partake of life the way that God intended. We should be like them if we want to experience what God has for us.

· Humble yourself and become like a child (18:4).  As adults, we do not naturally have this perspective. We must humble ourselves.

· Welcome children, and do not cause them to sin (18:5-7).  Children should be protected and given a wide entrance into the Kingdom. We are not to actively lead them into sin or passively expose them to sin. We should take seriously our responsibility to represent Christ to our children so that they will be able to experience God the way that they were intended to.

· Better to cut off your hand or your eye than to have them cause you to sin (18:8-9).  Whatever causes us to sin should be dealt with severely. If there is a source of temptation or weakness in our life, we must go after it and cut it off. It is better to lose something than to fall into sin and turn away from God through our desires and actions.

· If a brother sins against you, go to him and be reconciled (18:15).  This takes courage, but it is a command. We are afraid of rejection and we don’t like confrontation. But, this is a means of grace for us because God knows that we cannot handle everything by ourselves. Plus, He cares about the restoration of the other brother. 

· If he does not receive you, then take one or two others with you (18:16).  We bring others in to establish the matter objectively. Who knows? You may be wrong. 

· If he still does not repent, take him before the church; if he does not repent then, treat him as a pagan (18:17).  Church discipline is something that occurs when a group of people are following after God and someone decides to no longer follow God with them. When that person chooses to go another way, the church goes after him and tries to reclaim him. When he refuses to listen or turn around, then the church recognizes this and allows him to go his own way, pointing out that he is behaving like one who does not know the Lord. The purpose of all of this is to point out to the person that they are not following after the Lord. It also shows those who are following the Lord that diversions from the path are anomalies and are not the way it is supposed to be. The hope in all of this is that the person will see that the larger church is not going to stop following God just because he has and he will see what it is like to be on his own. The prayer is that the person will repent (turn around) from his sin and return to following the Lord, thus being restored to the body of believers. Restoration, not punishment, is what is in view here.

· You must forgive your neighbor not just seven times, but seventy times seven times! (18:22). When someone sins against us, we must forgive the as the Lord forgave us (Col. 3:13). He forgave us completely and over and over again. Our forgiveness toward others is to be like the Lord’s.  It is to be unlimited. We cannot do this ourselves. But, Jesus can do it through us.

· Must forgive brothers from your heart or we will be turned over to the jailers to be tortured (18:35).  If we do not forgive others, after all of the forgiveness that we have received from God, then we will suffer a great fate. We will be torn apart on the inside by our unforgiveness. We will be judged on the same level that we are judging the person that we refuse to forgive. If this goes on, it is questionable if the person really knows the Lord. All of those who know Jesus forgive because Christ forgave us of so much. How can we not forgive others? Are we greater than Christ? Is the offense against us greater than our offense against a holy God? Unforgiveness tortures us and destroys us from the inside out. We must forgive completely.

· Anyone who divorces for reasons other than marital unfaithfulness commits adultery (19:9).  We are to remain married to our spouse. God has brought us together and to leave your spouse puts yourself and them in the position of committing adultery, a great sin before God. Back in this day, divorce was happening for trivial reasons. Jesus is removing the exceptions and is elevating marriage back to the place that God intended where we would live as one before the Lord. Marriage is a picture of the relationship between Jesus and us, His bride (Eph. 5:22-33). We need to honor marriage and hold it up as holy.

· Let the little children come to Jesus, for such is the kingdom of heaven (19:14).  Again and again, Jesus makes the point that the kingdom of heaven is open to children and that all barriers to them participating in it should be removed.

· Obey the commandments (19:18).  Even though Jesus has fulfilled the Law, we are still to obey the commandments of God, especially His moral Law. We are not saved by obeying God’s commands, but they reflect His character. We reflect God when we obey Him and we are showing that we believe that His way is better than sin. Whenever we choose to disobey God, we are saying that we believe that sin will satisfy us more than God will. We don’t really believe that objectively, but that is what we are saying.

· Give possessions to the poor (19:21). Jesus is showing the Rich Young Ruler that He requires all of us.  We are to live openly before the Lord and we must not hold onto the things of this world. Jesus told this man to give his possessions to the poor so that he would reflect God and be free from his attachments to the things of this world. As Americans, we are the richest people on the planet and we have many attachments to worldly things. What would Jesus say to us?

· Whoever wants to be great must serve (20:26).  Greatness comes from being like Jesus. Jesus came to serve, not be served. In the same way, if we want to be great in the Kingdom, we must live upside down from the world and humble ourselves, taking on the nature of a servant, just like Jesus did. This is one of the clearest ways that we can reflect His character.

Some observations:

1. This section reminds me of the chapter in James in which Faith is shown by Works.  Christ tells us to humble ourselves, to not sin, to forgive, to obey, etc.  However, this is all rooted in the “faith like a child” that Christ calls us to have.  It is not enough to just have faith—we must turn that faith into the things Jesus tells us to do.  However, we cannot hope to do any of those good works except through the faith that Christ gives in us.  It is the combination of faith and works that Christ calls us to in these verses.

2. Forgiveness can be difficult, but it is the pathway to healing. First, we are forgiven by God through the work of Christ. Second, we are then enabled and commanded to forgive others. When we forgive others, we extend the forgiveness of Christ to them through us. “Freely you have received, freely give” (Matt. 10:8).  Unforgiveness destroys us.

Questions:

1. Ephesians 2:10 says that God has good works prepared in advance for us to do. That means that there are things that God has laid out for us to do that will bring glory to God and will represent Him to others through acts of service and blessing. Are you stepping into the good works that God has laid out for you?  What are some of those things that God has prepared for you to do? If you are not stepping into this, what is keeping you from it? What hinders you in your service?

2. Are you able to forgive others when they hurt you? Sometimes, it is impossible.  But, we must confess our struggle to forgive and ask God to forgive through us. He will enable us to forgive. If you are not able to forgive, what is stopping you? How can you ask God to help you forgive others? 

MATTHEW 21-25

Who does Jesus say that he is?

· Fulfills prophecy (21:4).  Jesus is the central point of Biblical revelation. He is not a means to an end, He is the end – and the beginning – of all that God is doing in our world.  Colossians 1:15-20 shows the supremacy of Christ. This prophecy was just one of many that Jesus fulfilled in his life and ministry. For centuries, the prophets had been pointing to the coming of the Messiah. Jesus fulfilled it all.

· He is blessed and comes in the name of the Lord (21:9).  Jesus represented God – He was God. The people praised Him, but they did not fully know who they were dealing with. This was shown just a few days later when the same crowd was yelling, “Crucify.”  Blessing can quickly turn to curses if we do not receive Jesus for who He really is and instead project our expectations upon Him. When He does not meet those expectations, we have a tendency to yell “Crucify” and then look for other gods who will satisfy us and meet our perceived needs. Jesus does not change. We must change.

· Will take from those who do not receive him and will give to those who accept him (21:41-44). The Parable of the Tenants describes what the Jews were doing with Jesus. They had killed the prophets that God had sent to them, now they were going to kill Jesus. He declares that the Kingdom will be taken from them and given to others who will produce its fruit. Jesus, the rejected stone, has become the capstone of God’s work. This is a lesson to us that even though God loves us, He will work through those that accept Him and are open to Him – to those who produce fruit in keeping with repentance.

· Is not the God of the dead, but of the living (22:50).  Because of the reality of God and the resurrection, God is the God of the living. The dead are not really dead, but they will be raised again. Nothing is impossible with God. Death is not the final story. But, things will be different at the resurrection than they are here. We will not marry or be given in marriage. We will be with God and will be the Bride of Christ. 

· Will return in Great glory (24:30-31). When Jesus returns, He will not come like He came the first time. He will not arrive in obscurity, but He will come in the sky with power and great glory. The nations will mourn because they had rejected Him. He will gather the elect from all over the world by sending His angels out with a trumpet call. Are we ready for Him, or will we be like the nations who do not want Him to come or do not believe in Him? Have we made this world our home and do not long for the coming of Christ?

· Will separate the sheep from the goats (25:31-33). At the end of the age, Jesus will judge the nations by separating, like a shepherd, those who know Him and those who do not. He will do this based on how we treated the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the naked, the sick, and those in prison. We do not think about Jesus judging according to this criteria because we have focused so much on faith in Christ being the only criteria. Most assuredly, there will be those, like the thief on the cross, who was not able to live out his faith. But, faith in Christ is very different than the mental assent to a series of propositions that we have made it out to be. Biblical faith is a transforming experience. When we believe in Jesus, we are born again (John 3:3). We become a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17). We live differently, because Christ is living through us. The fruit that we are to produce in keeping with repentance (Matt. 3:8; John 15:16) is expressed in how we treat other people. Jesus says that when we bless the poor, then needy, the stranger, and the prisoner, we are really ministering to Him (Matt. 25:40).  Selfishness is inconsistent with Kingdom living.

· Has prepared a kingdom since the creation of the world (25:34).  See also John 14:1-4. Jesus has a place for us. He has an inheritance for all of us who live for Him and reflect Him to a needy world. We might think that we are losing things when we live for Jesus, but all that we lose is what is passing away anyway. What we gain is an eternal reward, an inheritance in the Kingdom of God. This requires faith because we don’t always see the benefit in the moment. But, when we choose God and follow Him, even when it is hard, we are saying that God is better and that we are citizens of a Kingdom that is not of the world. 

What does Jesus tell us to do? 

· Treat his house as a house of prayer (21:13).  This is from Isaiah 56:7 where it says that God’s house will be a house of prayer for all nations. Through the selling of the religious necessities for sacrifice at marked up prices, the merchants and their collaborators, the priests, had made the Temple a den of robbers. Worship of God is not a commodity that can be bought and sold. It is something that is open and free for all people to participate in. Prayer is the connection between us and God and that is not to be interrupted by commerce.

· Bear fruit, otherwise will wither as the tree (21:19).  God expects us to bear fruit. We can only bear the Fruit of the Spirit as we cooperate with Christ, but we are expected to do so. If not, we will wither. Faith has a result, which is the work of God in our life.

· Must have faith in order to do great things (21:21).  Faith is the way that we please God (Hebrews 11:6).  Our obedience comes from faith (Romans 1:5).  The work that we do for the Lord is not what saves. Faith is what God requires and through faith, we are able to do great things with God and for Him. Are we believing God for great things in our life? Are we trusting God to deliver us, restore us, and make things right in our lives? Are we believing Him to make things right in our families, our communities, and our world? Sometimes, our faith is so small and it is just focused on us and our problems. But, Jesus wants to use us to be His hands and feet and bring His Kingdom reign and rule to all aspects of life. This requires faith in Jesus. Some people have faith in faith, thinking that if they believe hard enough, things will happen. But, our faith is to be in God. We are to cooperate with His will and believe Him to do the things that He has promised. 

· Must follow example of the tax collectors and prostitutes who repent and embrace the way of righteousness (21:32).  Religious people think that they have nothing to learn from “sinners.” We judge people based on their place in life, their past, their failures, their outward appearance, their influence, and their acceptance by culture. However, we should hold as examples those who respond to God. Our response to God is the most important thing about us, because He is the One who changes us. He is our righteousness. A prostitute who is broken and begins responding to God in faith and repentance is better off than someone who has been a pastor for 20 years, yet has developed a hard heart toward God and is full of self righteousness. Repentance (turning around and reorienting ourselves toward God in faith) is something that should happen everyday. We never get past our need for God. Are you repenting daily? This isn’t just about the “big” sins that we all know about. It is about repentance from selfishness, pride, laziness, self-focus, unbelief, hardness of heart, lack of hunger for God, lack of love or concern for others – basically all the things that we tend to give ourselves a free pass on because others don’t really notice these things. We can go to church every Sunday and even be a leader in the church, all the while being filled with self-righteousness and coldness toward God. God wants our heart, not just nice appearances.  

· Be alert, for the wedding banquet with the Bridegroom is coming soon (22:1-14).  God has prepared an amazing banquet for us. He has incredible blessings for us if we would open our eyes to see what God has for us in Him. Paul prays that the Ephesians would be able to open their spiritual eyes to see the hope to which God has called, our glorious inheritance in the saints, and His incomparably great power for us who believe (Eph. 1:17-21).  But, those that God has invited often do not respond. They are busy with other things and they miss God’s blessings. Some even mistreat those who are inviting them to partake of what God has prepared for them. But, the banquet hall will be full. If some ignore God’s invitation, He will send for others, but you must be born again to partake of what God has for you. You must be clothed in the righteousness of Christ. God will seek and save the lost. We must make sure that we respond. Like the Israelites, we sometimes think that God is obligated to work with people who have been influenced by the church or who grew up in Christian homes. But, we all must repent, confess our sins, and receive Christ. Not everyone who calls, “Lord, Lord,” will enter the Kingdom. We must have a responsive heart to the Lord and answer when He calls. God is looking for those who will respond to Him in faith and repentance.

· Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s; give to God what is his (22:21-22).  While we live in this world, we should participate in it according to the rules that have been set by the governing authorities (Romans 13:1-7).  But, we do not belong to this world. We belong to God. If the government requires taxes, then pay them. But, give your heart and your life to God.

· Love God, love people (22:37-40).  The greatest commandment, upon which all the Law and Prophets hang, deals with our relationship with God and others. This commandment calls for all of our being to be given in sacrificial love to God and people, who are made in God’s image. Our focus in obeying God is not to establish our own righteousness. Jesus gives us His righteousness when we believe in Him (2 Cor. 5:21). Rather, our focus in obeying God’s commands should be to love and live for God by reflecting His glory and to love others by laying down our lives for them. We might ask, “What about taking care of myself? Is it wrong to spend time, money, energy, and resources on myself and what I want to do?”  We need to bring our decisions before the Lord, but anything that contradicts loving God with all that we are and sacrificially loving others is missing the mark. If we do these things, then we are fulfilling the Law of God.

· Obey the Pharisees, but do not be like them (23:3).  The Pharisees did a good job of teaching the Law of God, which was God’s character, but they did not live it out because they missed the heart of what it meant to know God and follow Him. If you emulate them, you will become a hypocrite – one who says one thing and does another.  We need a heart change so that we are serving God from the inside out.

· Do not call others “Rabbi” or “Father” (23:8).  We should not give titles to our leaders that are reserved for God alone. Only God is our teacher and our Father. Think about the apostles. Paul was not called “The Apostle Paul” by people who knew him. He was called Paul. Peter was called Peter. They functioned as apostles and people recognized their function, but their primary identity was as a child of God and their regular names sufficed in identifying them. When we start giving people titles in the body of Christ and we refer to them as “Pastor So and So” or “Deacon So and So” or “Bishop”, we have missed the point. We are all one in Christ, even though we function differently within the Church. The ground is level at the foot of the Cross.

· First clean the inside before you focus on the outside (23:26).  True transformation only happens from the inside out. We need a new heart (Ezekiel 36:25-29). Only Jesus can transform us by His grace. We must be born again. Any attempt to reform the flesh will end in failure and tyrannical religion. Much of the problem in the church today comes from people who are outwardly reformed but their hearts are cold and wicked. 

· Stand firm to the end in order to be saved (24:13).  All of those who truly know the Lord will stand firm to the end. We are not holding onto God, but God is holding onto us (Romans 8:28-39). Because of this, the expectation is that we will stand firm, not moving from the hope held out in the gospel (Col. 1:22-23). God saves and God holds us, but those who persevere until the end are the ones that are truly saved.

· Do not believe false messages of Christ’s return (24:25-26).  Jesus will return in the sky. He will not come the way that He came before. We do not need to be deceived. He will not show up as a wandering teacher or a spiritual guru. When He comes again, there will be no doubt.

· Keep watch, for you do not know the day or the hour of Christ’s return (24:42).  We always need to be prepared for the return of Christ. This means that we like with eternal things in view. We are not to focus on earthly trivialities, but rather, our lives should be oriented around the truth of the Kingdom of God. We are God’s. This does not mean that we will have not engagement with this world or with common affairs. We have to live here and there are great blessings that God has for us in this life. We are not promoting some type of spirit-flesh duality that disparages every experience that we might have in this life as being unspiritual. That is Gnosticism, not Christianity. Biblical Christianity redeems our experience in this world and brings the blessings of God to bear on our experience in this life. Our lives here become even more full and redemptive when Christ is our focus. The point regarding the return of Christ is that we should live with an eternal perspective with our hearts devoted to Christ. One day, all that we are doing here will fade away.  How differently would you live today if you knew that Jesus was returning tomorrow? What kind of urgency would you have? How would you treat others? What would you say to them that you have not said? What would you do that you have not done?

· Be faithful with little in order that God may entrust you with more (25:21).  The little that we have now is the training ground for the much that God will give us later – in this life and/or in eternity. God gives us talents, seeds, and resources to do something with. By faith, we are to begin with what God has given us and be faithful with it. Many complain because they do not have all that they want. God never gives us more than our capacity to be fruitful can accept. If He did, we would be destroyed and overwhelmed. We should want to do great things for God, but we should start where we are. We cannot reach the nations if we will not reach across the street. We cannot manage great things if we cannot manage ourselves. If we will be faithful with what we have, then God will entrust us with more. This is true for individuals, families, churches, cities, and nations. God is looking for faithful stewards who will manage His Kingdom resources in the way that He requires. What is your perspective on the things that God has given you? Do you act in faith and try and grow God’s Kingdom, or do you shrink back and hide what you have in the ground so you won’t lose it? By faith, God will do amazing things through us (Hebrews 11). 

· Clothe the naked, feed the hungry, care for the widow, etc.—we are doing it unto Christ (25:40).  These good works are to mark the believer in Christ just like the fruit of the Spirit does. Actually, these works are the practical outflowing of love, kindness, gentleness, etc. We do not hold to mere sentiment, but rather, God’s life within us should practically affect those who need the love of Christ. This is what Jesus came to do (Luke 4:18-19). It should characterize our life as well.

Some observations: 

1. As Jesus prepares for his ensuing death, his heart is for his children.  Like a good father who is going away, he admonishes his children with the most important advice he can give: “Be ready for me, for I will return.”  

2. In the meantime, we are to be good stewards of the calling Jesus has entrusted to us.  We are to be bearing fruit, serving others in the ministry that Jesus gives us.  We are to take the treasure of relationship with Christ and spread it to others, with the poor, the sick, the hungry, etc.  Essentially, in obedience to Christ who is going to continue preparing the kingdom for us that he has been preparing since the creation of the world, we are to redeem the time, making ourselves—and others!—ready for the day he will return.  

3. God’s heart is for those who are broken.  Our calling is to find the broken and not “fix them” outwardly as the Pharisees would have us do, but to turn them in their brokenness to the face of Jesus, their healer, restorer, and redeemer.  

4. We will show Christ that we are his sheep if we follow him.  His ministry was to the broken.  Ours should be to the broken as well.  We must obey those in authority—the Pharisees, Caesar, etc.  –However, our heart should be subjected only to the passionate pursuit of Christ, and rather than adopting the hearts of government or leadership, we should faithfully follow the calling God has for us in the humble serving of those in need.

Questions:

1. We are called to bear fruit for Christ. The fruit that we bear is to be the character of Christ coming out of us as we allow Him to live through us by faith. According to these chapters, what does the life of Jesus look like? If you were to bear fruit for Christ, what would that look like? Think through ways that your life can be more fruitful for Jesus. What would that mean?

2. If we are faithful with little, we will be given much. What has God entrusted you with right now? What kind of influence do you have over others? What are some ways that you can serve God and steward (manage) the responsibilities that He has given you more effectively?  Are there responsibilities that God has given you that you complain about or that you are not faithful in? How can this change?  

MATTHEW 26-28

Who does Jesus say that he is?

· Son of Man (26:2).  Again, this is a title for the Messiah. Jesus was all God and all man. He represented man before God and as man’s representative (the second Adam – Rom. 5:17-19). He is going to be crucified as the representative for mankind, taking our sin and shame upon Himself and dying a substitutionary death in our place (1 John 4:10).  Because the wages of sin is death (Rom. 6:23), God’s wrath is poured out upon sin. But, Jesus, being perfect and holy with no sin of his own to pay for, was able to pay for our sins. He was delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification (Romans 4:25). 

· The Teacher (26:18).  Jesus is the Way, the Truth, and the Life (John 14:6).  He shows us the way to God and the way to live, He embodies the truth about God, and He is eternal life. While here physically on earth, he taught many things about the Kingdom. He teaches us still through the Holy Spirit (John 14:25-26).  If we want to know what truth is, we must look to Christ. If we want to know about God, we look to Jesus. If we want to know about life and how to live it, we look to Jesus. 

· Body and Blood are poured out for the forgiveness of sins (26:28).  Jesus body was broken for our healing (Isaiah 53:5) and his blood was shed for the forgiveness of sins. In the Old Testament, a blood sacrifice was needed to pay the penalty for sins. There was a great sacrificial system set up to may atonement to God for the sins committed. God set this up as a foreshadowing of the sacrifice that Jesus would pay on our behalf. Instead of the blood of bulls and goats, Jesus shed His own blood as a sacrifice for our sins (Hebrews 9:11-10:26). 

· Felt deeply (expression of humanity)—Soul was overwhelmed with sorrow (26:38).  Jesus knew what was coming. I think that even more than the physical struggle that he was going to go through, the prospect of being separated from the Father (Psalm 22:1) and becoming sin (2 Cor. 5:21) is what put his soul through agony. We cannot comprehend what this must have been like for Him. Imagine, the Trinity being separated, even for a moment! Imagine, a holy God becoming sin! Yet, Jesus went through all of it out of love for us (John 3:16).
· Put his will under that of the Father (26:39).  Jesus submitted to the Father’s will and became an example for all of us.  He did not live for His own will, but for that of the Father. In the same way, we should not live for our own will, but for the will of God.

· Can call on his Father to deliver him, but instead chooses to fulfill the scripture (26:53-54). Jesus’ focus was not on escaping pain or delivering Himself. It was on doing what He had been sent to do – freeing the captives. There are greater things in life than our own comfort and safety. Jesus showed us that the greatest thing was to serve God, even to the point of death. This world is not all there is. There is a greater reality beyond what we can see. Jesus lived knowing that and He lived for the Father, not His own comfort. 

· Fulfills all of the prophecies about him (26:56).  Everything that Jesus went through was prophesied in Scripture. This didn’t just happen and a bunch of men tried to make it fit. God didn’t just come up with this as a panicked afterthought. No, the coming and sacrifice of Jesus was God’s plan all along. Everything in Scripture points to it.

· In the future he will be sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and will be coming on the clouds of heaven. (26:64).  Jesus was submitting to the judgment of men at this point, but He will be exalted and will one day return in the clouds for all who believe in Him. 

· Is the King of the Jews (27:11).  Even though this is said in a form of jest, it is true. Jesus is the rightful king of the Hebrew people, just as He is King of Kings and Lord of Lords. He is over all of creation. Yet, they were crucifying Him. They did not understand the hour of their visitation.

· Was forsaken by the Father (27:46).  Sin cannot enter God’s presence. Because Jesus became sin (2 Cor. 5:21) and God is holy, God had to forsake Jesus (Psalm 22:1). The Father and the Son were separated by sin. Even though Jesus was tempted in every way and did not sin, He still knows what sin feels like and what it feels like to be separated from God. Imagine the guilt and pain that you have felt over your sins. If you, being sinful, experience pain over your sin, can you imagine the agony that Jesus experience when he, being totally pure, had all the sins of the world placed upon him? Yes, he the beating and the crucifixion was terrible, but the agony of sin is what was so painful for Jesus.

· He is not dead: He is risen, just as he said (28:6).  Death could not contain Jesus. He is alive and risen! He conquered death, sin, Satan, and hell.  The power of the resurrection overcame sin, rejection, and our separation from God. If Jesus conquered death, then what can defeat Him? Nothing! He was raised to life by the power of the Holy Spirit and the same Holy Spirit lives in us and gives life to our mortal bodies (Romans 8:11).  If we have the Resurrected Christ living within us, what can defeat us? Can sin overpower us? Can fear overwhelm us? Can Satan destroy us? Will death have the victory over us? No! We are victorious in Christ!

· All authority is given to him in heaven and on earth (28:18).  God put all things under Jesus’ feet (Eph. 1:22-23).  He has all the authority and from that place of authority, He commissions us to go and tell the world about Him and make disciples of Him. Because Jesus is victorious and all powerful, He gives us His victory and commissions us to proclaim it.

· He is with us always, until the end of the age (28:20).  As we go and tell others about Him, He promises to never leave us nor forsake us. We will not be alone. He will give us the words to speak and the power to speak them. We should not be afraid, but rather, we must trust in Christ.

What does Jesus tell us to do? 

· Follow the example of the woman who poured out perfume all over his feet as an act of service and worship (26:10-13).  There is a reason that this story is told whenever the gospel is preached – this is the kind of life that the gospel produces, one that is wasted and poured out for Christ. We are to live a life of devotion to Christ that pours itself out in love for Him.

· Follow his example in Communion (26:26-29). We are to partake of the bread and the cup regularly to remind us of what Jesus has done for us. We are forgiven and free in Him. We have new life in Him.  He gives us these tangible elements of His work to remind us that we are forgiven and free.

· Watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation (26:41).  We are to have an active mind, taking thoughts captive (2 Cor. 10:3-5) instead of a passive mind that submits to the temptations that come our way.  We have spiritual weapons to fight off temptation, primarily, submission to the Lordship of Christ.  

· Put your sword away, for all who draw the sword will die by the sword (26:52).  We are to live a life of love for Christ and trust in Him. We are not to trust in human means of defense, but rather, trust in Christ.  We are to be peacemakers instead of men of violence. 

· Do not be afraid (28:10).  Trust in Christ and put away fear.  Fear is not from God.  

· Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to obey all he has commanded (28:18-19).  We have received the Gospel and we are to share it with others.  It is not enough for us to believe and go to heaven. We are also to be witnesses for Christ to the whole world, starting with those around us.

Some observations:

1. He is king.  He is God.  He is Teacher.  He is fulfiller of Prophecy.  He is living.  He is with us.  

2. Jesus was telling us in his final lessons that he is ruler and master of this world as well as of the next.  He alone deserves our righteousness and faith.  In his closing words, Jesus is both calling us up into obedience to the most compelling force in the universe, while simultaneously showing us that he is our source, our hope, our confidence in that calling.  

3. We therefore—in light of everything he is, has shown us, and will continue to be—make disciples, going wherever that may mean, doing whatever it may mean.  He has all authority, and we obediently must follow.  He is with us, and we can trust that in his infinite power he will never leave us nor lose control.  He is our rock.

Some Questions:   

1. How do we live from the power of the resurrection? How do you need to experience the victory of Christ in your own life? 

2. We are called to be witnesses for Christ (Acts 1:8).  What have you seen Jesus do in your life that you can witness to others?  How can you actively make disciples of other people in your context. Think about 5 people that you know that God could use you to make a disciple of Christ. Begin praying for them and ask the Lord to help you influence them with the Gospel.
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