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Renewing Our Priorities 
in the New Year

By Shawn McMullen

Although January 1 is no different than any other day on our calendars, the New Year is a good time to take stock 
of our spiritual lives and prioritize our commitments to Christ and the church. While we could focus on any 
number of priorities in our Christian lives as we enter the New Year, I would like to address three: the time 

we spend in God’s Word, the time we spend in prayer, and the time we spend sharing the good news with people who 
don’t know Jesus Christ.

Prioritizing Time in the Word of God
When it comes to growing in our Christian lives, few things are more vital than the time we spend personally in the 

Word of God. Listening to sermons and studying with others play an important role in our growth, but there simply is 
no substitute for the personal time the Christian spends in God’s presence reading and meditating on His Word.

God has chosen two primary means to make Himself known to us: general revelation and special revelation. General 
revelation refers to what can be known about God through the natural world. Think about the psalmist’s declaration, 
“The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of His hands” (Psalm 19:1)1, as well as Paul’s 
statement, “For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—His eternal power and divine nature—have 
been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that people are without excuse” (Romans 1:20). By 
carefully observing the natural world—the heavens, weather patterns, the complexity of plant, animal, and human 
life—we recognize the existence and creative power of a supernatural God.

continued on page 20
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John R. Mitchell

As I write this editorial, the 
November 2023 elections 
have just concluded. Sadly, 

this past election day, the citizens of 
Ohio, where my family now resides, 
codified the supposed “right” to 
abortion in our state constitution. The 
headline on Breitbart.com summed 
it up nicely: Dawn of Darkness: Red 

State Ohio Overwhelmingly Votes for ‘Right’ to Abortion in 
Constitution.

As our culture continues its descent further and further 
from its original biblical foundations, I ask myself, what 
would the Lord say to His churches here in America? Since 
“His divine power has given to us all things that pertain to 
life and godliness” (2 Peter 1:3)1, I realize the answer to my 
question is revealed in His Word.

A careful study of the Bible reveals the presence of many 
chiastic patterns. A chiastic pattern is a literary device 
popular in ancient writings, in which ideas are first presented 
and then restated in reverse order (i.e., A-B-C-B´-A´ or 
A-B-C-C´-B´-A´, etc.). The middle element(s) of a chiastic 
structure is usually the one the author is most emphasizing. 
These patterns, found in both the Old and New Testaments, 
are invaluable when determining the teaching focus and 
subsequent application of a book or passage.

The postcards to the churches in Revelation 2-3 form such 
a chiastic pattern. The first and last postcards, to Ephesus 
and Laodicea, go together — one had lost its first love and 
the other is rebuked for lukewarmness. The second and 
sixth, Smyrna and Philadelphia, pair up — each receives no 
harsh criticism and are encouraged to remain faithful in the 
face of persecution and opposition.

Lastly, the middle three, Pergamos, Thyatira, and Sardis, 
go together — even though occasional praise is given, 
Christians in these cities were guilty of either compromising 
with the surrounding culture through immorality or 
becoming complacent in living out their Christian faith. 
The greatest threat facing the Christians in John’s day 
was not from direct persecution. It was the temptation to 
compromise with the Roman culture. In fact, this threat 
of cultural seduction lies behind many of the passages in 
the book of Revelation. The postcards to these three cities 
divulge that some Christians had clearly capitulated to, and 
thus compromised with, the surrounding pagan culture. 
These congregations needed a renewal of their commitment 
to Christ and the corresponding call to moral purity.

The passage of Issue 1 (the pro-abortion amendment) in 
a red state such as Ohio, demonstrates conclusively that 
ungodliness and pagan practices have permeated the fabric 
of our society and become the norm for far too many of 
our fellow citizens. In the face of this reality, the challenge 
before our churches is deciding which of the churches in 
Revelation are we going to pair up with? If the Lord wrote 
a postcard to our local congregation, would we receive the 
one to Philadelphia, namely, “you have kept My word, and 
have not denied My name,” or would it be one like that to 
Pergamos, Thyatira, or Sardis, namely, “I have a few things 
against you”? Like Pergamos, Thyatira, and Sardis, we too 
must heed the call to renew our commitment to Christ and 
the corresponding call to moral purity.

In Philippians 2:14-15, Paul exhorts us to “Do all things 
without complaining and disputing, that you may become 
blameless and harmless, children of God without fault in the 
midst of a crooked and perverse generation, among whom 
you shine as lights in the world.” It’s easy to think we must 
be living in the worst of times, but apparently the cultural 
conditions were quite dark in Paul’s day also. Like the first-
century saints at Philippi, we have a marvelous opportunity 
to “shine as lights” and present to the world a better life than 
the darkness of paganism.

As 2024 dawns and we press on in our service to the Lord 
and His church, let’s remember the truth of Psalm 29:10-11: 
“The Lord sat enthroned at the Flood, and the Lord sits as 
King forever. The Lord will give strength to His people; The 
Lord will bless His people with peace.” In a vision involv-
ing a tree of great height, God revealed to Nebuchadnezzar 
in Daniel 4, “the Most High rules in the kingdom of men.” 
That was true then and remains true today—God is still on 
His throne and God still provides strength to His people.

Shining as lights wasn’t easy in Elijah’s day; it wasn’t 
easy in Daniel’s day; it wasn’t easy in Paul’s day, and it 
isn’t easy in our day. Nevertheless, now more than ever, it’s 
imperative that we steadfastly live for the mission He has 
set before us to “proclaim the praises of Him who called 
you out of darkness into His marvelous light” (1 Peter 2:9). 
As we strive to be salt and light, let’s always remember that 
He has promised to never leave or forsake us so we can face 
each day and challenge with the confidence that the Lord is 
by our side providing strength for the journey.

May God bless you all as you labor to make 2024 a great 
year for our Lord and His church.� ~RH

1 All Scripture references are from the New King James Version.
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Our Amazing God

Let me begin by saying, happy 
2024. I hope this will be a great 
year for all of you and that when 

2024 turns to 2025, you will find your-
self closer to Jesus and deeper in His 
Word.

One of the most popular Christian 
songs says, “Our God is an awesome 
God.” That is a great and wonderful 

statement. Our God, our heavenly Father, is truly an awe-
some God. 

Isaiah 9:6 proclaims, “For a child will be born to us, a son 
will be given to us; And the government will rest on His 
shoulders; And His name will be called Wonderful Coun-
selor, Mighty God, Eternal Father, Prince of Peace.”1 I think 
we would all agree that our God is a wonderful and amazing 
God.

Solomon said it best: “O LORD, the God of Israel, there 
is no God like You in heaven above or on earth beneath, 
keeping covenant and showing loving kindness to Your ser-
vants who walk before You with all their heart.” Solomon 
said in this text, “there is no God like you.” Truly, there is 
no God like the living God we serve. I would like to share 
with you five reasons our God is an amazing God.

God created everything we see and don’t see. In 
Genesis 1:1, Moses tells us, “In the beginning God created 
the heavens and the earth.” Everything that was created, 
everything we see, and those things that are invisible to our 
eyes God made them all. 

He created light and darkness. He separated the land from 
the sea. He gave us all the vegetation—plants and trees. He 
made the sun for the day and the moon for the night. He 
created all the beasts of the sea and land. Finally, He created 
man and woman and gave them life. As the apostle John 
writes, “All things were made by Him and without Him was 
not anything made that was made.”

God knows your name. According to my research, there 
are over one hundred million different names in the world. 
There are over eight billion people in the world and God 
knows them all by name.

God knows how many hairs are on your head. Mat-
thew 10:30 says, “but the very hairs of your head are num-
bered.” The average person has 100,000 hairs on their head. 
(That’s a lot, by the way). Each of us has a different number 
on our heads, but He knows how many each of us have. He 
even knows about the ones that came off in the shower this 
morning.

Who do you love the most on earth? Now, tell me how 
many hairs they have on their head. You don’t know … but 
God does. This is yet another small detail that reveals just 
how much He loves and cares for each of us.

God feeds the sparrows and all other animals. Our 
Lord said in Matthew 6:26, “Look at the birds of the air, 
that they do not sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet 
your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not worth much 
more than they?”

He cares for all the animals He has created. He feeds them 
all. The deer in the forest, the birds in the trees, the lions in 
the savanna, and the elephants in the jungles. He feeds each 
of them every day. If He feeds them, He will certainly sup-
ply our most basic needs. He hasn’t forgotten us.

God cares for you. 1 Peter  5:7 tells us, “Cast all your 
anxiety on Him because He cares for you.” If He cares for 
the animals and His creation, then He cares for us. Scripture 
is clear on this fact. Matthew 10:31 reminds us that “You 
are worth more than many sparrows.”

God knows when you are hurting; He knows when you 
are afraid. Our Father understands our broken heart; He 
knows what we are going through.

He truly is an amazing God. Aren’t you glad He’s your 
Father?

See you next month.� ~RH

(Endnotes)
1 All Scripture references are from the NAS 1995.

Tony Sullivan is the Evangelist with the Lester Road Christian Church 
in Fairburn, GA. He is also an associate evangelist with the CRA. He 
can be reached by email: Tonycra@att.net.
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Are the Gospels 
Reliable History?

Part Five

On March 21, 1556, the Protes-
tant Archbishop of Canterbury, 
Thomas Cranmer, was burned 

at the stake by order of the Catholic 
Queen of England, Mary I. Cranmer had 
been convicted of heresy for rejecting 
the doctrines of Catholicism, but then, 
under duress, he wrote a recantation of 
his Protestant beliefs while in prison. At 

his execution, however, Cranmer disavowed his recantation 
before his death. A witness of the event wrote:

“A fire now put to him, he stretched out his right 
hand [the hand with which he wrote his recantation], 
and thrust it into the flame, and held it there a good 
space, before the fire came to any other part of his 
body; where his hand was seen of every man sensibly 
burning, crying with a loud voice, ‘This hand hath 
offended.’ As soon as the fire got up, he was very 
soon dead, never stirring or crying all the while.”1

Both in law and in history, there has long been a healthy 
respect for eyewitness testimony. In Deuteronomy  19:15, 
for example, Moses writes, “A single witness shall not rise 
up against a man on account of any iniquity or any sin which 
he has committed; on the evidence of two or three witnesses 
a matter shall be confirmed.”2 Likewise, historians in 
ancient Greece and Rome prioritized eyewitness reports of 
important events because they carried more credibility with 
the readers.

At the same time, both in law and in history, reports which 
are made closer in time to the events they recorded are 
preferred over later reports. Memories can fade, evidence 
can be lost, and sources can disappear. Thus, eyewitness 
accounts, recorded as close in time to the event as possible, 
are traditionally among the best sources of reliable 
information.

Of course, all this predates the modern techniques of 
forensic science and archaeology, which sometimes dispute 
eyewitness testimony. For example, Kirk Bloodsworth, 
convicted of murder in 1985 on the testimony of five 
witnesses, was exonerated in 1993 by DNA evidence. 
Ironically, Bloodsworth occupied the Maryland prison cell 
directly above the actual killer, who was identified by DNA 
evidence a decade later! Likewise, historical researchers 
discovered that the Egyptian King Tut was not murdered, as 
was long believed, but died of malaria and an infected leg. 
What does all this mean for early eyewitness testimony of 
the Gospels?

One interesting take on the subject comes from noted 
New Testament scholar, N. T. Wright:

The crucial thing to say about this new theory is that 
the argument for the substantial historicity and accu-
racy of the Gospels never depended on their dating, 
anyway. True, lots of scholars have argued as though 
that was the case, with ‘radical’ scholars dating the 
Gospels late (and so darkly suggesting that they were 
all unreliable) and ‘conservative’ scholars dating 
them early (and so brightly suggesting that every-
thing in them was taken down by eyewitnesses at the 
scene). But this is actually a mistake. The historicity 
and accuracy of the Gospels depends on our putting 
together the whole jigsaw of the first century, with Ju-
daism and early Christianity side by side (and indeed 
confusingly intertwined with each other), and with 
Jesus as the middle term straddling both. The histo-
ricity of the Gospels depends, not on when they were 
written, but the historical plausibility of the picture 
they describe.3

On the one hand, Wright is correct about the reliability 
of historical writing not depending (solely) on eyewitness 
testimony recorded soon after the event. If that were so, no 
one today could write a meaningful history of the Civil War 
(or soon, World War II). Likewise, even if the critics were 
correct that the Gospels were written late in the first century, 
fifty or sixty years after the death of Christ, that would not 
automatically discredit their historical claims. Our previous 
studies of the criteria of authenticity have included: 
verisimilitude, embarrassment, multiple independent 
confirmation of the Gospels’ accounts, attestation by 
skeptical sources, and archaeological evidence. Using these 
criteria, plus a few more we haven’t discussed yet, it is 
possible to construct a historically accurate picture of Jesus, 
even without eyewitness testimony.

On the other hand, all things being equal, any early evi-
dence from credible eyewitnesses would certainly enhance 
that historical plausibility. How can we be sure we have such 
eyewitness evidence in the Gospels? Let’s return, briefly, to 
the question of eyewitness testimony in legal cases.



6	 Restoration Herald

At first glance, the evidence doesn’t look good. Accord-
ing to Scientific American, “Eyewitness misidentifications 
are known to have played a role in 70 percent of the 349 
wrongful convictions that have been overturned based on 
DNA evidence (so far).”4 No wonder so many legal experts 
have a low opinion of eyewitness testimony! However, in 
several experiments, researchers found that when a witness 
made a suspect identification with “high confidence,” he 
was, on average, accurate 97 percent of the time. Therefore, 
we must ask, what contributes to “high confidence” of the 
memory of an eyewitness experience?

Richard Bauckham lists nine factors of reliable memory, 
identified by psychologists.5 Here are the six factors most 
relevant to our discussion:

Unique or Unusual Event
One factor is a unique or unusual event. Studies confirm 

that once-in-a-lifetime experiences are remembered much 
more clearly than everyday ones, which tend to blur together 
in our memories.

On May 12, 1962, President John F. Kennedy came to 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin, to deliver a speech. As a twelve-
year-old boy, I stood with thousands of others who lined 
Howell Avenue on a chilly Saturday waiting to catch a 
glimpse of the President when his motorcade passed by. 
Over sixty years later, I can still close my eyes and visualize 
that scene when Kennedy’s car rolled by, just a few yards 
away. That was the closest I’ve ever come to one of our 
presidents.

When we turn to the Gospels, we find testimony of Jesus 
being involved in one unique event after another: turning 
water into wine, healing the blind, raising the dead, cast-
ing out demons, feeding the multitudes, walking on water, 
and finally, rising from the dead Himself. No wonder the 
witnesses said, “We have never seen anything like this” 
(Mark 2:12). How could they forget such events?

Salient or Consequential Event
Another factor is a salient or consequential event. 

When people witness an event of historic magnitude, 
such as a great speech or the crowning of a new monarch, 
they remember it much better than insignificant, trivial 
pursuits. When I worked with inner city kids in the ‘60s, 
a local radio station was playing Martin Luther King Jr.’s 
famous sermon, “I Have a Dream,” all summer after his 
assassination. Whenever it played, the boys I mentored, 
ages 11-13, could recite the sermon word-for-word, verse 
by verse along with the recorded message. It’s not hard to 
imagine that the disciples of Jesus could recite the entire 
Sermon on the Mount from memory.

Emotional Involvement in an Event
A third factor is emotional involvement in an event. 

Simply put, an involved witness remembers better than a 
disinterested bystander. Peter and John, who trailed Jesus to 
His trial, would have had a much better recollection of the 
event than the guards who gambled for Christ’s robe.

Vivid Imagery
A fourth factor is vivid imagery. Accurate memories 

tend to give rise to reports of strong visual imagery. The 
women who witnessed Christ carrying His cross to Calvary, 
or worse, hanging on that cross, would have had vivid 
recollections of His suffering and the words He spoke at 
that time.

Irrelevant Details
Fifth is irrelevant details. Recollective memories often 

include minor details. For instance, in the accounts of Jesus 
calming the sea,6 Mark is the only Gospel to include the 
detail that there were other boats besides the one carrying 
Jesus and the twelve (Mark  4:36). Perhaps Mark was on 
one of those other boats and this was his way of saying he 
was an eyewitness? In any case, Matthew and Luke did not 
consider this detail important enough to include.7

Frequent Rehearsal
Sixth is frequent rehearsal. Studies show that people are 

better at retaining accurate memories if they put them into a 
narrative form, like learning lines from a play, and repeating 
them often. Fifty years ago, I had a role in a college version 
of a Broadway musical which we performed several times. 
When a local repertory group presented the same musical 
last spring, my wife and I attended a performance. I soon 
found myself muttering my character’s lines and singing his 
verses while Patti elbowed me to be quiet!

In the case of the Gospels, the equivalent of “frequent 
rehearsal” was the oral transmission of the gospel until 
the Gospels were written down. Several New Testament 
passages indicate this process. For example, Hebrews says:

God, after He spoke long ago to the fathers in the proph-
ets in many portions and in many ways, in these last days 
has spoken to us in His Son … For this reason, we must 
pay much closer attention to what we have heard, so that 
we do not drift away from it … After it was at the first spo-
ken through the Lord, it was confirmed to us by those who 
heard, God also testifying with them, both by signs and 
wonders and by various miracles and by gifts of the Holy 
Spirit according to His own will.8

The pattern of oral transmission here is specific: God 
spoke the gospel to His Son; Jesus spoke it to His disciples 
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(“those who heard,” i.e., eyewitnesses of Jesus’s ministry); then the disciples 
spoke it to the church while God miraculously confirmed their message.

Other passages support this pattern. Thus, the Apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:3-
5 writes, “For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, 
that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, and that He was buried, 
and that He was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that 
He appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve.” As I noted in an earlier column, 
“the verbs ‘delivered’ and ‘received’ indicate that Paul was passing along an oral 
tradition which predated his written letter to the Corinthians. By labeling this 
tradition ‘of first importance,’ Paul is saying that it is at the heart of the gospel 
message which all the apostles preached (vs. 11).”9

Paul could have received this teaching from Peter and James when he met them 
in Jerusalem in AD 35 or 36, just five or six years after the resurrection. Paul later 
passed this teaching on to the Corinthians (and, presumably, to the other churches 
he founded) when he came to Corinth in AD 50. Then he wrote 1 Corinthians 
sometime between 53-57, referencing this oral teaching. That means the gospel 
was being circulated orally by Paul, the other apostles, and their co-workers, 
probably before any of the Gospels were written. Consequently, Eddy and Boyd 
note, “In a predominantly oral community such as the early church, the primary 
function of these teachers would have been to transmit faithfully the oral tradi-
tions, as James Dunn has argued.”10 To help them carry out this function, Jesus 
promised that the apostles would receive the Holy Spirit “to bring to your remem-
brance all that I said to you.”11

Why then were the Gospels written? Richard Bauckham believes:
The Gospels were written within living memory of the events they recount. 
Mark’s Gospel was written well within the lifetime of many of the eyewit-
nesses, while the other three canonical Gospels were written in the period 
when living eyewitnesses were becoming scarce, exactly at the point in time 
when their testimony would perish with them were it not put in writing.12

For example, Luke says he compiled his Gospel from oral accounts handed 
down from eyewitnesses of Jesus’s ministry (Luke 1:1, 2), and Bauckham be-
lieves it was done because those eyewitnesses were passing away.

Next, we will examine the likely dates for the writing of the Gospels.� ~RH

To Be Continued
(Endnotes)
1 Henry John Todd. The Life of Archbishop Cranmer, Vol II. (London: Gilber and Rivington, 1831), 504. Cited in “The Execution of Archbishop Cranmer, 21 March 
1556,” in Eyewitness to History, ed. John Carey (New York: Avon Books, 1987), 98.

2 The New American Standard Bible (NASB), 2003, is used throughout.

3 Tom Wright, The Original Jesus: The Life and Vision of a Revolutionary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 129-130.

4 John Wixted and Laura Mickes, “Eyewitness Memory is a Lot More Reliable Than You Think” (Scientific American, June 13, 2017).

5 Richard Bauckham, Jesus and the Eyewitnesses: The Gospels as Eyewitness Testimony (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 331-334, 341-346.

6 Matt 8:18, 23-27; Mk 4:35-41; Lk 8:22-25

7 See Bauckham, 343, for more on this point.

8 Hebrews 1:1, 2a; 2:1, 3b, 4.

9 “Was Jesus a Myth? Part 2” (The Restoration Herald, January 2021): 7.

10 Paul Rhodes Eddy & Gregory Boyd, The Jesus Legend (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 265. See James Dunn, Christianity in the Making, vol. 1: Jesus Re-
membered (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 176.

11 Jn 14:26; see Acts 2:4.

12 Bauckham, 7.

Richard Koffarnus is retired Emeritus Professor of History and Theology at Central Christian College of the Bible, Moberly, MO. He can be reached 
by email: koffarnus@sbcglobal.net.
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To Whom Do 
We Pray?
Not too long ago I received a 

phone call. I did not know who 
was calling because I did not 

have their phone number saved in my 
contacts, but I answered anyway. I car-
ried on a conversation with this caller 
for a few minutes. The whole time I did 
not have a clue who I was talking to. 
Eventually, I had to simply ask, “Who 
am I speaking to?” When it comes to 

prayer, who exactly are we speaking to?

Most of us learned to pray by beginning our prayers 
addressing God as “Father” and closing our prayers by 
saying, “in Jesus’s name.” Is this the correct pattern for our 
prayers today? In recent years, I have heard people address 
their prayers to all three persons of the trinity. 

If it is good and appropriate for us to direct worship 
towards God, and if both Jesus and the Holy Spirit are God, 
it seems it would be appropriate for us to direct praise and 
worship to each one of them as God. In the same way, since 
we are to pray to God, wouldn’t it be appropriate for us to 
direct our prayers to any of the persons of the Trinity? 

Perhaps this whole question becomes a little more com-
plex because we worship a triune God. The biblical concept 
of the Trinity is one of the most complicated subjects in all 
of theology. We worship one God who exists in three differ-
ent persons. These three persons display different functions 
as it relates to mankind. 

I certainly would not want to legalistically bind a formula 
on people that was not intended to be bound, but we simply 
want to understand what the Bible teaches. When it comes 
to prayer, I believe the overwhelming weight of biblical 
teaching is that when we pray, we should direct our prayers 
to God the father, in the name of God the Son, and with the 
help of the Holy Spirit. This also seems to be in line with 

each person of the Trinity’s role in our lives. God has cho-
sen to separate redemptive work among the three persons 
of the Godhead. God the Son has a very specific role as our 
mediator and High Priest. God the Spirit has a very specific 
role as it relates to our sanctification.

We Pray to God the Father
All throughout Scripture, prayer is directed to God the 

Father. In fact, when Jesus instructed His disciples how 
to pray, He told them to begin their prayers by addressing 
God as “our Father.” When Jesus gave instructions about 
prayer, He told His followers to “pray to your Father” (Mat-
thew 6:6)1. When Jesus Himself prayed, He addressed His 
prayers to God the Father2. In the Gospels, on 165 different 
occasions Jesus spoke about God as “the Father.” In fact, 
Jesus did not call God anything but “Father” except on one 
occasion.

This seems to be the basic approach of all the prayers we 
read about in the Bible. Paul even speaks of the posture of 
his prayers as that of “kneeling before the Father.3” This not 
only tells us what person of the Trinity is being addressed 
but also the basis for our prayers. 

We are not just highlighting what words we should say in 
our prayers but what attitudes we should possess in prayer. 
The Bible puts forth “our Father” as the real basis for our 
prayers.

One German scholar did some research through all known 
ancient Jewish writings. He searched biblical manuscripts 
and non-biblical documents. He concluded the first ever 
recording of a person praying and using the phrase “my 
Father” was Jesus of Nazareth. The idea of beginning a 
prayer “our Father” was radical. 

Just prior to teaching the model prayer in Matthew  6, 
in verse 7, Jesus said, “Do not use vain repetitions as the 
heathen do. For they think that they will be heard for their 
many words.” Then in verse 8, He reminds us that our 
Father knows what we need even before we ask Him. It is 
interesting that Jesus says this and then teaches His disciples 
to pray based on “our Father.” 

Jesus had been teaching them about how different people 
pray. He said that the Gentiles pray. Some versions say “pa-
gans.” I always thought of pagans as unreligious people. I 
never would have seen them as people of prayer. What was 
it they assumed caused God to hear them? They thought 
they would be heard because of their many words. This was 
the Gentile understanding of prayer. 

Everyone wants to be heard. One of the worst experiences 
in life is talking and not having anybody listening. It is the 
same with prayer. There may always be this inner fear that 
the things we are pouring out in our prayer closets are just 
hitting the ceiling and going no further. 

Jason Cole
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Jesus teaches that the basis for God hearing our prayers is 
not our many words. It is not saying some magic formula. It 
is not by a flowery, ornate prayer. It is not by recitation of a 
canned prayer. It is not some incantation we offer and if we 
say the right things, the answers will come. Jesus says God 
hears us because He is our Father.

Jesus does not say to pray based on “our king” even though 
He is certainly our King. He doesn’t say to pray based on 
“our creator” although He is our Creator. He doesn’t even 
say to pray based on our friend. When Jesus says, “our 
Father,” it is family terminology, not business terminology. 
It is not based on our performance that we approach God 
and get something; it is based on our relationship as His 
children.

We Pray in the Name of God the Son
Perhaps you have heard stories of someone being asked 

to lead a group of people in public prayer but be told that 
they should not pray in the name of Jesus. Does this really 
matter? 

Jesus taught His disciples that there was power given to 
their prayers when they asked something “in His name.”4 
Jesus even seems to clarify this distinction when He said, 
“Whatever you ask the Father in My name He will give 
you.5” He teaches that we pray to God the Father in the 
name of Jesus. Paul stated that, “For through Him we both 
have access  by one Spirit to the Father.6” Our access to 
God the Father is guaranteed through our relationship to 
Him through Jesus. Admittedly, it does seem that Stephen 
directed his prayer to Jesus, but this does not seem to be 
the normal pattern. Jesus as our mediator and High Priest 
allows us to approach the throne of grace with confidence.7 
A mediator is a bridge. Jesus is our bridge to God. We do not 
pray to the mediator; we pray through the mediator. 

The phrase “in Jesus’s name” is not merely a tagline at 
the end of our prayers that increases the likelihood of us 
getting what we ask for, but it is an acknowledgment of 
His role as our mediator and High Priest. It is an admission 
that our access is guaranteed through Him and in Him. 
Hebrews 3:12 reminds us that it is in Jesus that “we have 
boldness and access with confidence through faith in Him.”

We Pray with the Help of the Holy Spirit
The Holy Spirit also plays a role in our prayers. Paul says, 

“Likewise the Spirit also helps in our weaknesses. For we 
do not know what we should pray for as we ought, but the 
Spirit Himself makes intercession for us with groanings 
which cannot be uttered. Now He who searches the hearts 
knows what the mind of the Spirit is, because He makes in-
tercession for the saints according to the will of God.”8 The 
Holy Spirit has a role of helping us in our weaknesses. We 
need this type of help in prayer. We are weak because we 

are finite. We are weak because we live with some degree 
of corruption as a result of sin. We are weak because of 
other limitations that we may have. When we do not know 
exactly what to say as we attempt to communicate with the 
Father, the Spirit is able to intercede on our behalf. He helps 
to bring our heart’s desires before the Father. 

In addition, when we find prayers that specifically ask for 
the Holy Spirit to do something in people’s lives, it is not 
the Holy Spirit who is addressed, but rather it is still God the 
Father who is addressed.9

I am not trying to enforce some type of prayer liturgy 
that is legalistically adhered to. In fact, these are not just 
words for a formula, but they are concepts deeply connected 
to prayer. They are attitudes that govern our approach to 
God. They are principles that teach us something about 
the unique role of each person of the Trinity’s role in our 
praying. They remind us of the Fatherhood of God. They 
remind us of Jesus’s mediatorial role and the constant help 
of the Holy Spirit in our lives. Following this typical prayer 
pattern does not diminish the power of prayer, it increases 
it.� ~RH

(Endnotes)
1 All Scripture references are from the New King James Version.

2 Matthew 11:25-27; Matthew 26:39-42; Mark 14:36; Luke 23:46; John 17:1

3 Ephesians 3:14

4 John 14:13-14

5 John 16:23-24

6 Ephesians 2:18

7 Hebrews 4:16

8 Romans 8:26-27

9 Ephesians 3:16

Jason Cole is an evangelist at Lake Mount Church of Christ in Rogers, 
OH.  He and his wife Stephanie have been blessed with seven children. 
Jason also teaches for Summit Theological Seminary and Louisville 
Bible College. He can be reached at jason4jc@yahoo.com.
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Finding Jesus
I was recently reading about 

eighteenth-century English poet 
and illustrator William Blake. 

From childhood, he described having 
vivid images and encounters relating 
to spiritual realms. Consequently, he 
turned to poetry and art to depict his 
experiences. His imagery is quite unique, 
highly detailed, and fascinating. While 

his testimony of such visions and experiences produced 
many skeptics, he never wandered from the core message: 
God is our Divine Creator, and Hell is real. Interestingly, as 
intense as his visualizations were of evil, he predominantly 
used his art and writing to portray an affectionate Heavenly 
Father and powerful angels about His service. Regardless of 
anyone else’s assessments of Blake’s professed experiences, 
he knew God to be tender and enough.

In a book published in 1863, historian Alexander Gilchrist 
wrote about William Blake remaining bedside while his 
most beloved brother suffered and died from consumption. 
It was a heart-wrenching and prolonged illness that grieved 
Blake deeply. When William’s brother Robert eventually 
succumbed and passed from this life, the sorrowful William 
came away unexpectedly uplifted saying that as his brother’s 
soul left his body, “its hands were clapping for joy” while 
ascending. Deep in the chambers of William Blake’s heart, 
he was devoutly convinced of the power and glory of God 
and shared his conviction relentlessly.

As a person who spends hours and hours of time in nature, 
communing and photographing, I perpetually find myself 
experiencing it as a God encounter. I feel wonderment over 
it all and take pause while sight and smell fully saturate me, 
only to be repeating such a pause moments later. Nature, 
for me, is not a distraction. It is a divine encounter. Once 
my truck is pulling back in my driveway, however, things 
get a lot more complicated. Every little detail of life looms. 
Room temperature, laundry, how clean my house is, who 
is waiting on me for something, what I need to get done 

before the sun sets, what all is on the schedule for the next 
day, who I need to call back or text back, what’s for dinner, 
whether or not the cats are fed, how my kids and grandkids 
are doing, when my next Airbnb guests are arriving, and 
innumerable other things are now busying my mind. In fact, 
that list just scrapes the surface. Heaven, in such a state, 
feels so far, far away.

Living a bohemian existence in the woods is clearly not 
practical or even good stewardship, so that finds me having 
to institute practices making Jesus easy to find day-to-day 
and even hour to hour. There is a tremendous amount riding 
on one’s ability to achieve meditation in the midst of every-
day life.

Psalm 111:7 says, “The works of His hands are faithful 
and just; all His precepts are trustworthy.”1 Isn’t it amazing 
how much time we Christ-followers spend contemplating 
what we should do? We know God will be illuminating the 
path of the righteous, and we are confident in His trustwor-
thiness, but when an occasion for decision-making comes 
up, we go through our own process of reasoning and life 
experiences and then search out “center” to discern His 
will. We are so united with the distractions or constraints 
of this world that our default setting is to consider how to 
best navigate any of its moments as if we are boots on the 
ground instead of aliens. Sometimes, if not a lot of the time, 
the longest journey we have to make is into the recesses of 
the heart in order to find Jesus. There are many deterrents 
fluttering around, both tangibly and intangibly, that require 
such meditation to be a concerted effort. That said, the more 
frequently we practice meditation, the shorter the distance 
to arrival and, once again, a lot is riding on it.

Jesus gave us a manner in which to receive yes-answered 
prayers when He said in Matthew 6:33, “But seek first His 
kingdom and His righteousness.” God knows our hearts 
and He knows our deepest desires. He also knows our 
motivations and limitations. Above all, He knows what is 
best. The more we can withdraw from physical entrapments 



January 2024	 11

into a full spiritual encounter and meditative engagement 
with our Lord, the more in harmony we are with what He 
wants for us. Seeking His kingdom and His righteousness is 
not a lighthearted commitment. It is an intimate and devout 
endeavor that leverages faith as well as understanding of 
His law. It also requires submission, trust, and surrender. 
Our ability to harmonize our prayers with divine outcomes 
necessitates truly engrossed meditation. We cannot possibly 
know how to pray in wisdom without it.

Through such harmony, we understand the certainty pro-
nounced in Matthew 7:6-7, “Ask and it will be given to you; 
seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened 
to you. For everyone who asks receives; the one who seeks 
finds; and to the one who knocks, the door will be opened.” 
In addition to being in harmony such that we are asking for 
that which our Father wishes to give us, He is also perpetu-
ally blessing us beyond expectation. Finding the right lane 
to be walking in with our Heavenly Father is to be living out 
that assurance of “immeasurably more than asked or imag-
ined” (Ephesians  3:20). Moreso, anything and everything 
that we value on earth becomes at best the means by which 
we pursue eternity and all whom we are able to influence to 
join us.

“Set your minds on things that are above, not on earthly 
things” (Colossians 3:2). There is so much on this planet 
and in this universe I wish to experience. I look at a sunset 
and immediately well up with tears knowing God did not 
have to give us colors. I snuggle a pet and marvel at its 
loyalty. My wonder is new each day with how entirely 
reliable God is and how He has demonstrated it through His 
masterful intelligent design of this planet. The distractions 
of this same earth, all of which are the creations of man, are 
situated between me and that focus above. Humankind has 
introduced these distractions from the Eternal Kingdom, 
and it is on humankind to remove them. The prayer closet 
beckons. The kneeling knees signal the mind to quiet and 
the heart’s doors to open. The focus on Our Dear Lord is 
all there is and more than all else that could ever be. “Like 
newborn infants, long for the pure spiritual milk, that by it 
you may grow up into salvation” (1 Peter 2:2). “Draw near 
to God, and He will draw near to you” (James 4:8).

What are any of us willing to do to go the distance, to close 
out the world to meet Jesus quietly and one-on-one with-
out a tea kettle whistling in the background and a to-do list 
near our fingertips? In August 1923, the Brazier family had 
travelled from Oregon to Wolcott, Indiana, to visit family. 
During their visit, an unfortunate situation occurred when 
three neighborhood dogs attacked their dog, a collie-shep-
herd mix called Bobbie. Bobbie fled and was not to be 
found. Sadly, the family had to return home to Oregon with-
out their beloved dog. Six months later, in February 1924, 
Bobbie showed up at his home in Silverton, Oregon. He was 

haggard with matted fur, damaged paws, and much thin-
ner. Before long, people across America were able to give 
accounts of having encounters with Bobbie, feeding him, 
dressing wounds, sheltering him, and showing compassion. 
He became the subject of newspaper articles, books, a silent 
film and, of course, Ripley’s Believe it or Not!. The Brazier 
family had parked their car at a service station each night on 
their journey home and, remarkably, Bobbie showed up at 
each one throughout his six-month quest to find his family. 
Bobbie ended up walking an estimated 3,000 miles, forged 
rivers, and crossed the Continental Divide during the cold-
est part of winter. The Brazier family pet thereafter became 
known to all people everywhere as Bobbie the Wonder Dog.

Sometimes this physical life can be so complicated that 
Heaven feels like it is a 3,000-mile walk in winter to find it. 
In reality, it is as close as the meditation of the heart. The 
question is how committed we are to returning “home” to 
finding Jesus.� ~RH

(Endnotes)
1 All Scripture references are from the NIV.

Jennifer Bullard is a self-employed landscape photographer from Rush 
County, Indiana. She can be contacted by email at jenniferbullard@
weatheredfencepost.com.
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Crime Doesn’t Pay 
… Or Does It?

I heard this statement made many 
times when I was growing up: 
“Crime Doesn’t Pay.” That 

statement, of course, was used to deter 
people from indulging in a life enveloped 
in criminal behavior. Unfortunately, my 
opinion regarding criminal mischief 
is changing; not because I want my 
opinion to change but because our own 

government is encouraging deleterious behavior and now 
rewarding criminal behavior.

What I am about to share with you will seem as if I am 
making it all up. You will say to yourself there is no possible 
way a civilized society could enact such vacuous efforts to 
reduce crime in our major cities—but, folks, it’s true.

Betsy McCaughey recently wrote:
Stores are fleeing San Francisco, Los Angeles, 
New York City, Chicago, and Portland. In New 
York City, nearly one-third of shoplifting incidents 
reported to police last year were committed by the 
same 327 people—professional thieves—who were 
arrested a total of 6,000 times.

Go ahead and tell these career criminals that crime doesn’t 
pay. Citizens in California are finally fed up and are fighting 
back. A recent poll showed residents in the Golden State are 
trying to force the legislators to make stealing goods over 
$400 a felony. Unfortunately, too many lawmakers feel that 
crime should not only pay but that career crooks should be 
permitted to steal more than $400 worth of merchandise be-
fore being arrested.

In New York City, where shoplifting complaints have 
seen a staggering 45% surge from the previous year, 
Mayor Eric Adams decided he wanted to take this behavior 
head on. Betsy McCaughey writes, “Mayor Adams wants 
to place kiosks in often-hit stores, where he suggests the 
needy can sign up for social services instead of stealing.” 

Wow! I even read that in one of our major cities, thieves 
are taking calculators in the store so they can add up their 
merchandise. Not so they can stay within their budget but 
so they won’t go over the allotted amount of goods they 
can steal before exceeding the arrest limit. The article goes 
on to state, “If we allow our politicians to embrace the 
philosophy that shoplifting is caused by poverty and should 
not be criminalized, we will kill our cities and descend into 
lawlessness.”

According to columnist Armstrong Williams, urban crime 
in America is brought on by three contributing factors: (1) A 
major breakdown in the family structure. “With an increase 
in single-parent households and the absence of positive 
role models, young people are often left to navigate the 
challenges of life without proper guidance.” Didn’t God 
recognize that when He put the nuclear family together? For 
modern day legislatures to think for a moment they can even 
make a dent in the crime rates in the United States without 
addressing the missing dads in the home is a complete waste 
of time.

Dr. Bill Donahue, in his book The New Freedom, goes 
as far as this when he extols the virtue of the God-ordained 
family in America. “A public policy that does not extol the 
virtues of the nuclear family is a delinquent one.” He goes 
on to suggest that to make crime and laziness less attractive, 
our lawmakers and society at large must hold those who 
have taken advantage of the “system” responsible. Donahue 
writes:

Welfare reform should have one overriding goal: 
making able-bodied adults self-sufficient. Once 
welfare recipients are treated as adults—as men 
and women with adult responsibilities—and once 
they are required to budget their money the way 
everyone else does, the kind of discipline that 
such efforts exact will become manifest in other 
demonstrations of self-responsibility.

Armstrong Williams goes on to write, (2) the reason urban 
crime is on the rise has so much to do with the proliferation 
of illegal drugs on our streets. “The scourge of drugs, 
particularly opioids, has ravaged communities across the 
country. The epidemic has torn families apart and created a 
breeding ground for crime.”

Finally, Williams suggests (3) the need to support tough 
measures to curb crime by supporting, not defunding, the 
police. “The current trend of demonizing the police and 
advocating for defunding their budgets is counterproductive 
and detrimental to the safety of our urban communities.”

Just before the mighty Babylonians routed Jerusalem, 
the prophet Habakkuk warned the people of the impend-
ing doom that awaited the Southern Kingdom. Between 
the years 609-598 BC, this man of God warned the nation 
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of Judah that they had become so decadent that God was 
preparing to remove His hand of blessing from them. In 
Habakkuk 1:3-4, the prophet reflects on the present envi-
ronment within Judah: “Plundering and violence are before 
me; There is strife and contention arises. Therefore, the law 
is powerless, and justice never goes forth. For the wicked 
surround the righteous; therefore, perverse judgment pro-
ceeds.”

For crime to stop paying, people who commit crimes must 
start paying! Citizens who take the law into their own hands, 
citizens who pillage, rape, steal, and murder must be held 
accountable for their destructive behavior. Romans  13:4 
says, “If you do evil, be afraid; for he [the governing 
authority] does not bear the sword in vain; for he is God’s 
minister, an avenger to execute wrath on him who practices 
evil.” As long as the criminal element in this nation knows 
that not only can they get away with their crimes, but they 
will also be rewarded for their behavior, the innocent shop 
owners and businesses will suffer. Tony Evans, in his book 
Kingdom Politics, said it well: “God demands righteousness 
and justice if a society is going to function properly.” That 
was true for the nation of Israel during the day of Habakkuk 
and its true for America today.� ~RH

James C. Book ministers with the Kissimmee Christian Church of 
Kissimmee, FL. Contact him at Jim.book@kissimmeechristianchurch.
org.

2024 Church 
Leaders Seminar

Person to Person Ministries would like to announce their 
2024 Church Leaders Seminar. It will be held January 11-
12, 2024, at the Salt Fork State Park Lodge near Cambridge, 
Ohio.

Jeff Faull, Senior Minister of the Mt. Gilead Church, 
Mooresville, IN, will teach on this year’s theme:

Jesus and … Politics, Progressive Christianity, 
Sexuality — Navigating the changes that church 
leaders face today.

Registration deadline is December 8, 2023. More infor-
mation is available online at www.p2pm.org or you may 
contact Person to Person by phone at (937) 840-9072.
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Why not give a gift 
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Does God Favor a Particular 
Form of Government?

Part 1

Over the years I have written 
for Restoration Herald, 
several readers emailed me to 

either affirm or question my articles or 
statements within them. I think that’s 
to be expected. Writers and preachers, 
anyone who commits their thinking to 
print, should expect others to react one 
way or another. Sometimes the response 

is helpful and corrective; at other times it is hurtful or 
frustrating. 

One response got me to thinking about what was written. 
In an email suggesting I had not done my due diligence 
when criticizing another author, an interesting statement 
appeared. I don’t remember the exact wording, and I can’t 
find a copy of the email, but it had to do with the supposition 
that God does not favor a particular governmental structure 
or economic system. I had to stop and think about such a 
statement and my thinking continued for several months. 
Even so, here is a response to such a statement.

First, let’s get one false idea out of the way, then we can 
proceed. Let’s look at Romans 13:1-5:

Every person is to be in subjection to the governing 
authorities. For there is no authority except from 
God, and those which exist are established by God. 
Therefore, whoever resists authority has opposed 
the ordinance of God; and they who have opposed 
will receive condemnation upon themselves. For 
rulers are not a cause of fear for good behavior, 
but for evil. … Therefore, it is necessary to be in 
subjection, not only because of wrath, but also for 
conscience’ sake.1

For many years I had the idea Paul’s words here 
constituted an absolute command. Regardless of the form 
of government, all Christians were to bow their knees to 

governing authorities. There were no exceptions! This 
belief raised all sorts of questions: What if the government 
is a tyrannical dictatorship such as the Emperor Diocletian 
or Adolph Hitler? What if you found yourself living under 
an authoritarian Communist government? Did Paul’s 
statement mean George Washington, John Adams, Thomas 
Jefferson, and other rebels were guilty of disobeying God 
and our nation’s founding was illegitimate? Such questions 
always left me puzzled and unsure how to respond.

As the last few years showed us, these questions are 
entirely relevant. If the government orders churches to close 
their doors during a disease epidemic, they unquestionably 
obey. After all, Romans  13 says, “Every person is to be 
in subjection to the governing authorities.” Despite a lack 
of constitutional authority, should Christians uncritically 
obey the government when it requires vaccination? Should 
Christians unquestioningly accept the LGBTQ+ agenda or 
recognize same sex marriages because the Supreme Court 
declared “opposition to gay marriage a discriminatory act of 
‘animus’ (hatred)”?2 To each of these questions, the answer 
is a resounding no! 

If unquestioned submission to all government directives 
is absolutely required, it would conflict with principles 
applicable to other authority structures found In Scripture. 
The Bible recognizes the following authority structures: 
Family, Church, Workplace, and Government. What 
applies to one would apply to all. Without a doubt, the 
major principle guiding submission to authority is found in 
Ephesians 5 and 6 where Paul tells Christians to be “subject 
to one another” (5:21), for wives “to be subject to your own 
husbands” (5:22), for children to “obey your parents” (6:1), 
and to slaves (employees) to “be obedient to those who are 
your masters” (6:5, 6). In every case there is an exception 
directly stipulated or implied. Paul says wives are to be in 
submission to their husbands “as to the Lord,” children are 
to obey their parents “in the Lord,” and slaves are to obey 
“as to Christ.” In no case is a wife, child, or slave/employee 
expected to obey when what it commanded contradicts 
God and His Word! My conclusion, therefore, is that when 
governmental orders or action contradict God’s Word, the 
Christian is under no compulsion whatsoever to obey. 

Scripture and Church History are filled with examples of 
incidents when believers stood firm in direct opposition to 
governmental authority. Take for example the case of Peter 
and John recorded in Acts 4. Brought before the rulers, el-
ders, and scribes, they were questioned about their actions 
and who gave them permission. When all was said and done 
these governing authorities commanded them not to speak 
or teach in the name of Jesus (Acts 4:18). The Disciples’ re-
sponse is telling, “Whether it is right in the sight of our God 
to give heed to you rather than to God, you be the judge” 
(Acts 4:19, emphasis added). Peter and John left the pres-
ence of Jewish authorities and returned to preaching.
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Historical records tell us of Christian faithfulness standing 
in direct opposition to Caesar when he required a pinch of 
incense and affirmation of allegiance to the Imperial throne. 
Untold numbers faced death rather than submit to Rome and 
Roman authorities. In his letters to the seven Churches of 
Asia, Jesus often alludes to their faithfulness despite pressure 
from Jewish and Roman authorities. To Ephesus, He speaks 
of their “toil and perseverance”; to Smyrna, He knows of 
their “tribulation and poverty”; to Thyatira, He speaks of 
their “love and faith and service and perseverance”; and to 
Philadelphia, He writes He would keep them “from the hour 
of testing.” Perhaps the best known and most poignant story 
is that of Polycarp, who when ordered to recant Christ when 
he was 86 replied, “Eighty-six years have I served Him, and 
he has done me no wrong. How can I blaspheme my King 
and my Savior?”

There is no biblical command or precedent for obeying, 
without question or challenge, every command or law of 
any government. Suffice it to say, refusing to obey any order 
which is counter to God’s will carries with it a willingness 
to face the consequences of their decision. For Polycarp, it 
meant death. For you it might mean incarceration, loss of a 
job, or ostracism from your family or neighbors. Churches 
refusing to close during the COVID pandemic were reviled 
and fined to shut them down and shut them up. For these 
churches, obedience to Hebrews  10:25 outweighed any 
government mandate. Those who refused the “vax” because 
of the sake of conscience withstood bigoted hatred and local 
dishonor because they didn’t “love their neighbors.” 

When all is said and done, Christians as individuals and 
churches as the body of Christ must decide whether to obey 
God or man. It is that simple. The only reliable place to find 
God’s will is in Scripture. It is in Scripture where the fallacy 
of absolute obedience to government (human authority) is 
clear through express teaching and multiple examples. All 
too often the church is prepared to cower before human 
beings rather than the Lord of the universe.

In Part Two of this brief series, I plan to talk about what 
the Bible says about forms of government and economic 
systems. Believe it or not, there is adequate information in 
Scripture to determine whether God prefers human freedom 
to despotism and how He looks upon the right to steward 
what God entrusts to His people.� ~RH

To Be Continued
(Endnotes)
1 All Scripture is from the NASB, 1995.

2 Rosaria Butterfield, Five Lies of Our Anti-Christian Age (Wheaton, IL: Cross-
way, 2023), 25. See also Dale Carpenter, “Arguing Animus in the Gay Marriage 
Cases,” Washington Post, February 10, 2014, https://www.washingtonpost.com. 

Michael Hines is a professor of church history and now makes his home 
in Sun City, AZ. He can be contacted by email: professormike1943@
gmail.com.
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Recognizing the 
Reformation

At this writing, Reformation Sun-
day (observed the last Sunday in 
October) is approaching. Resto-

ration Movement churches almost never 
celebrate Reformation Sunday. Perhaps 
we should. You don’t have to endorse 
everything that came out of the Refor-
mation to acknowledge that some very 
important and good things did come 

from it. It was not just a reformation but a revolution of 
understanding and applying the Bible.

A Glimpse of the History 
Behind Reformation Day

There was a generally accepted view of things in the 
medieval Roman Catholic Church which dominated the 
western world from the eleventh to the fifteenth centuries. 
Most people of this era believed that outside the institutional 
church, you were headed for hell—but hell wasn’t the only 
problem. Consider purgatory: where sins that did not send 
you to hell were “purged” away in a manner requiring years 
of suffering for souls. This could only be avoided, it was 
thought, if you were properly connected to the Roman 
Catholic Church.

Leading up to the time of Martin Luther, the church’s 
teaching about salvation went something like this: God’s 
grace consists of the ability God gives those who believe to 
do enough good deeds to earn salvation. Supposed “extra” 
good deeds could earn you, and maybe others, less time in 
purgatory. The only way to receive this grace was by being 
properly connected to the church and especially its institu-
tions and sacraments.

Enter Martin Luther
Luther was born into this setting. His father eventually did 

well enough for Martin to be educated. Many in this time 

who were not of nobility wanted their sons to be lawyers, 
as Martin’s father did, but Martin Luther was a man who 
took his spiritual condition very seriously, and he didn’t like 
what he saw in himself. He tried reading the Bible but see-
ing all the condemnation due to sin and those who practiced 
sin, his study only deepened his depression. Ultimately, he 
dropped his legal studies and entered an Augustinian order 
as a monk.

Long before Luther, Augustine had struggled with sin in 
ways similar to Luther. Luther’s personal struggle intensi-
fied in the monastery as he continued to feel unworthy to 
stand before the holy God. A crisis came when the church 
ordained him and required him to celebrate his first mass.

During the mass, the priest had to wear the correct 
vestments and say the correct words. Even more important, 
a priest’s soul was supposed to be correct! Therefore, 
each candidate needed absolution before approaching the 
altar. When Luther arose to say mass his first time, he was 
terrified, not of the mass, but of God.

Luther determined that he would remedy this by being 
a good, holy monk. First, he attempted to “mortify the 
flesh.” He fasted, sometimes three days straight without a 
crumb. He cast off his blankets and nearly froze to death 
in the winter to make himself more “holy.” He made a trip 
to Rome where he could visit all sorts of relics, but none 
of this satisfied him regarding his awareness that he was a 
sinner or gave him any idea of what to do about it.

He also tried confession. The key to confession was that 
you needed to recite your sins to your confessor. That meant 
you had to recognize them and remember them. Luther 
worked very hard at this, but he always thought he had 
missed something.

John Staupiz, his order’s vicar, heard Luther’s confessions 
frequently. Luther would take as long as six hours, reviewing 
every known sin. Staupiz one day declared, “Look here, if 
you expect Christ to forgive you, come in with something 
to forgive—parricide, blasphemy, adultery—instead of all 
these little trivial things.” That didn’t help. None of this 
gave Luther any comfort.

Finally, frustrated with all this, Luther admitted that 
instead of loving God, he hated Him. As Luther reports, “I 
hated that word, ‘the righteousness of God,’ by which I had 
been taught according to the custom and use of all teachers 
... [that] God is righteous and punishes the unrighteous 
sinner.” Luther knew he was unrighteous before God. But 
what could be done about that?

Luther’s Struggle Understanding Scripture
During much of this, Luther was a professor of theology 

at the University of Wittenberg, lecturing on the Scriptures. 
Still, Luther did not at first understand the gospel as truly 
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good news. He experienced his Reformation “breakthrough” 
sometime after he had first begun lecturing on the Scriptures 
at the university. Luther kept stumbling over Paul’s phrase, 
“the righteousness of God” in Romans 1:17. What did it mean 
to say that in the gospel, God reveals His “righteousness”?

At first, Luther understood the phrase as a reference to 
God’s holiness—the idea that God is righteous and so pun-
ishes unrighteous sinners. This would mean the content of 
the Bible was only law—and more law. If you are a sinner, 
as Luther knew he was, that only meant more condemna-
tion. That was not good news.

Luther’s Reformation insight came when he realized the 
gospel directs us to Christ and not to ourselves. Christ does 
the saving work required to counteract our own sin-filled 
works. Luther liked to say that it was by “the mercy of God” 
he finally came to a new understanding of “the righteous-
ness of God.”

When Luther considered Romans  1, things became 
clearer. There Paul quotes Habakkuk  2:4 which reads in 
many translations, “The righteous shall live by faith.” That 
translation makes it far too easy to misunderstand what Paul 
is saying there.

Today’s English Version says, “The person who is put 
right with God through faith shall live.” The righteousness 
of God in the gospel is not God’s demand. It is God’s offer 
of a gift. God counts us righteous not because of anything 
we do—not even because of anything God’s grace makes it 
possible for us to do, as the church in Luther’s time taught. 
No, God counts us righteous through our trust in what Christ 
has done for us.

What This All Means to Us
Years of faulty, tradition-conditioned misunderstanding 

had hidden this glimmering truth from many. As one writer 
says, “By the time of Luther … even a serious, studious, 
committed monk—one of ‘the religious,’ and thus suppos-
edly more in tune with and open to the ways of God—could 
not [easily] figure out what the ‘good news’ was in the 
Christian gospel.”

In Romans  4:4-6, Paul pictures righteousness here as a 
gift that God credits to our account simply because we ap-
proach Him in an attitude of trust. God does not make us 
“good enough” to gain God’s favor. He gives His gift of 
imputed—placed in our account—righteousness to those 
who believe. Paul’s primary example of this (Romans 4:3) 
is Abraham, of whom Paul says, quoting the Book of Gen-
esis, “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as 
righteousness.”

This is still not easy for us to understand. What Luther 
re-discovered in the sixteenth century destroys all sorts 
of ideas that are very common among Christians, perhaps 
some at your church.

Some think that in the time of the Old Testament, people 
were saved by keeping the Law of Moses. Martin Luther 
would not agree. Martin Luther understood correctly that all 
any kind of moral law can do for sinners is to point out why 
we need salvation. In the Old Testament, salvation came just 
the way it did to Abraham—those who trusted God received 
God’s gift of righteousness.

Some think that when Jesus came, He brought a new, 
improved set of rules from God which are how we are saved. 
Martin Luther would not agree. When in Romans 3 Paul has 
reviewed the basis of God’s grace, he wraps up by saying, 
“For we conclude that a person is put right with God only 
through faith, and not by doing what the Law commands” 
(Romans 3:28, TEV). When Paul here says “the law,” he is 
talking about any and every system of law you can imagine, 
not just the Mosaic Law.

Some think of being saved by grace through faith as 
meaning that we must do all the good we can and then God 
will make up the difference. A little church near our house 
had this on its sign: “Do your best and God will do the rest.” 
If they are talking about salvation, Martin Luther would not 
agree. In Romans 1:17, Paul says, “For the gospel reveals 
how God puts people right with Himself: it is through faith 
from beginning to end.” God’s solution to the problem of 
our sin is by faith from first to last, from beginning to end; it 
is through faith and through nothing but faith.

Some take the idea of salvation by “faith only” to mean 
that something like baptism can have nothing to do with 
salvation. Martin Luther would not agree. When Luther 
answers the question, “What gifts or benefits does baptism 
bestow?” He says, first, “It effects forgiveness of sins” and 
then goes on to say that in baptism “the forgiveness takes 
place through God’s covenant.” Luther dealt with the same 
questions about baptism as we do. Luther very wisely says 
“[If] you say works are of no avail for salvation, what then, 
becomes of faith? Answer: Yes, our works, indeed, avail 
nothing for salvation; Baptism, however, is not our work, 
but God’s” (Large Catechism, IV:35).

Luther has been severely criticized for the “only” in his 
translation of Romans 3:28, “For we maintain that a man is 
justified by faith only apart from observing the law.” Even 
if the word only is not in the text, it is still exactly what Paul 
is saying in this statement. Justification is by faith only, and 
that in no way conflicts with the biblical teaching that bap-
tism is the time when God has promised to apply His grace 
to us. Luther is simply restating what the Apostle Paul says 
here: when you consider the matter of justification from the 
penalty of sin, we have that by faith and not at all by doing 
good works to somehow deserve it or deserve part of it. It is 
by faith only and not at all by any works of any law.

By October 31, 1517, Martin Luther was ready to debate 
the matter. He posted his now famous ninety-five theses. 
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That is how you would invite a debate in those days. This 
made his life very dangerous for him. The Pope’s special 
representative said very sarcastically of Luther, “Has the 
whole world gone wrong and Martin only has the eyes to 
see?” If you have never read the whole history of this, you 
should. A lot of the world was very wrong about this, and 
Martin Luther was right.

Martin Luther called the church back to the Apostle Paul 
when he reminded his contemporaries, and us, that justifi-
cation is sola fide, “by faith alone.” This is what Reforma-
tion Day celebrates: justification by faith. That is well worth 
spending at least one day celebrating! Martin Luther did not 

get everything right about the Christian faith, but he got this 
part exactly right in a time when few understood or appre-
ciated it. Justification by faith was a part of Bible teaching 
worth fighting for in Luther’s day. It is still worth fighting 
for and celebrating today. Reformation Day is a good time 
to emphasize that all we can bring to God is empty hands 
and trust in Him. This is one thing that many people still do 
not understand.� ~RH

* Kent B. True is the alter ego of Harold N. Orndorff, Jr., a retired 
campus minister who has taught college and seminary courses in the 
fields of apologetics, philosophy, ethics, and logic. Lately he enjoys 
studying his grandchildren, who are very interesting one and all. 
Contact him, if you must, at hnoii@hotmail.com.

SALT Ministry
Serving Arabs Leadership Team

By George AlSalty

In May 2011, SALT was launched as a new Arab ministry 
to integrate the internet in the church planting process. 
As an Arab Christian, my dream is not only to restore 

the teachings of the New Testament, but also the practices 
of the first church in the Arab world. As seen in the book 
of Acts, the early church was able to thrive amid hostility 
exerted from both the Roman Empire and the non-Christian 
Jews. The influence of the Islamic religion creates a similar 
environment for Arab Christians today. 

SALT’s mission is to proclaim Christ to Arabs globally. 
Our vision is to facilitate planting New Testament churches 
in the twenty-two countries of the Arab World (Middle East, 
North Africa, and the Arabian Peninsula).

As the first-century disciples benefited from the Roman 
Roads network to spread the gospel to major cities, God’s 
modern-day kingdom is equipped with a “New Roman 
Road,” namely the internet. The world wide web has proven 
invaluable in reaching Arabs and Muslims in countries 
closed to traditional Christian missionary efforts. 

Arab Christians face many challenges in the Arab world. 
The Sharia Islamic law outlaws Christian evangelism and 
furthermore punishes any Muslim who becomes a Christian. 
To obtain church registration or legal permission to 
congregate is nearly impossible. Radical Islamic groups are 
a constant threat. Also, western missionaries lack adequate 
knowledge in Islam, the Arab culture, and the ability to 
obtain and sustain a residential visa.

Despite the challenges and hardships, we have 
experienced much success. We have participated in planting 
churches in Jordan, Iraq, Syria, Sudan, Egypt, and Dearborn 
(Michigan). Over the years, we have baptized many Arabs 
into Christ for the remission of sins and the indwelling gift 
of the Holy Spirit. At the same time, however, because 
of wars, persecution, and many other hardships, we saw 
many Christians get discouraged, became refugees, and 
a few underground churches shut down and their leaders 
imprisoned by local authorities. 

As part of SALT, we have organized groups that freely 
benefit from online Bible school. In many places, we have 
local meetings at homes. For those individuals who live in 
a hostile environment or have no local group, they join our 
Sunday Zoom meetings to fellowship and break bread.

In our effort to make our church planting efforts as effec-
tive as possible, our team is developing culturally sensitive 
programs and partnering with other Restoration Movement 
ministries. We routinely conduct workshops addressing 
evangelism, discipleship, pastoral care, and servant elder-
ship. Our team relies mainly on books written by our former 
professors at Cincinnati Christian University, especially Dr. 
Jack Cottrell’s book The Faith Once for All.� ~RH
George AlSalty is the founder and director of SALT Ministry. He and 
his wife, Xena, started their journey as church planters in five Arab 
countries and Dearborn, Michigan, and currently are based in Amman, 
Jordan. For info, please visit www.SALTimpact.com or email him at 
george@saltimpact.com.
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Searching for 
Authority

When Jesus had finished saying these things, the 
crowds were amazed at His teaching, for He taught 
with real authority—quite unlike their teachers of 
religious law. (Matthew 7:28-29 NLT)

He taught with real authority. 
That’s how the earliest listen-
ers described the teaching of 

Jesus. The trademark of His sermons 
was confidence. He didn’t pander to His 
audience or give a list of suggestions. 
He wasn’t prideful or arrogant. His cool 
and collected words came from the inti-
macy He shared with His Father. People 
flocked to hear Him.

You might not believe it, but folks my age have a deep 
longing for teaching with authority. We crave meaningful 
direction and wisdom. We can be a bit too self-confident at 
times, but we really do want someone to show us how to 
live well in Jesus’s kingdom.

As examples of this, I notice my peers moving in two dif-
ferent directions. Some are being drawn to denominations 
with highly structured belief systems and well-developed 
theologies.1 They have a strong desire to attach their lives 
to something that has been tested and tried by generations 
of believers. They appreciate the security of straightforward 
answers and a strict liturgy.

On the other hand, I have lots of friends from college (and 
even some of our students) who are deconstructing their 
faith. I think this is a symptom of a search for real authority, 
not an outright rejection of it. These people feel a need to 
deconstruct because they believe the truth is different from 
what they’ve been building.

The teaching of Jesus addresses both these pathways. For 
the person seeking structure and security, His yoke is easy 
and His burden is light.2 For the burned-out skeptic, He is 

the solid rock in a world obsessed with sand.3 He teaches 
with authority.

If we look at the end of Matthew 7:29, we notice that the 
crowds weren’t used to this kind of teaching. So often their 
religious leaders spoke with self-righteousness and arro-
gance.4 If we are going to reach millennials, it is crucial we 
understand the difference between teaching with authority 
and teaching with arrogance.

I can’t stand arrogance. My wife is going to roll her eyes 
at my hypocrisy when she proofreads this, but it’s true. I 
hate it. As my dad would say, “People who think they know 
everything annoy those of us who actually do.”

Arrogance might be attractive to some folks, but it usu-
ally turns out to be poison. Pridefulness doesn’t look good 
on anyone, but it is especially toxic from the pulpit.5 As a 
preacher, my role is to humbly present the truth in a com-
pelling way. I don’t need people to believe I am right about 
everything; I want to convince them that Jesus is. To me, 
this is the whole ballgame.

The authority behind our teaching doesn’t come from our 
experience, time in study, or number of degrees. These can 
all be super helpful, but they are still just window-dressing. 
Real authority comes from submission to the Word of God.

Preachers and teachers can imitate the style of Jesus in 
several ways. The most important ingredient for teaching 
with authority is a careful handling of the biblical text (if 
you’re a Bible nerd like me, we would say solid exegesis 
and hermeneutics.) Resist the temptation to force a text into 
your own box. Teaching with authority also avoids knocking 
down straw men or taking cheap shots at folks who might 
disagree with us. This kind of teaching avoids divisive rhet-
oric unless the text explicitly warrants it. Jesus didn’t spend 
all His time telling others why they were wrong; He simply 
and confidently taught them what was right.

We all deserve clear, straightforward teaching upon which 
we can build our lives. Arrogant teaching will repel young 
adults in droves. Teaching with authority will bring them 
back.� ~RH

(Endnotes)
1 Collin Hansen’s Young, Restless, and Reformed: A Journalist’s Journey with the 
New Calvinists (Crossway, 2008) is full of stories of this, specifically as it relates 
to the Reformed tradition.

2 Matthew 11:28-30

3 Matthew 7:24-27

4 Matthew 23:1-36

5 If you haven’t listened to it already, the Rise and Fall of Mars Hill podcast by 
Christianity Today hammers this home again and again.

Tim Jackson and his wife Kate serve as full-time campus ministers at 
Lock Haven University in Lock Haven, Pennsylvania. They have two 
sons. His email address is timjack8101@gmail.com.

Tim Jackson
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Special revelation refers to the supernatural ways God has 
made Himself known to His creation. Think about times 
God communicated His will to specific individuals while 
appearing to them in a recognizable form. Consider how 
He spoke to chosen messengers through dreams and visions 
and how He appeared to the world in the incarnation as Je-
sus Christ the Son. Another way God has provided special 
revelation to us is through His written Word.

It is through the Bible that you and I come to know and 
understand God today. Knowing God—at a personal lev-
el—is our highest priority. As God said to the prophet Jere-
miah, “Let not the wise boast of their wisdom or the strong 
boast of their strength or the rich boast of their riches, but 
let the one who boasts boast about this: that they have the 
understanding to know Me, that I am the Lord, who ex-
ercises kindness, justice and righteousness on earth, for in 
these I delight” (Jeremiah 9:23-24, emphasis added). Paul 
expressed the same priority when he wrote, “I want to know 
Christ” (Philippians 3:10).

While we gain many benefits from the time we spend 
reading, studying, and meditating on God’s Word, the 
overarching goal is to know God. Our knowledge of God, 
then, is what compels us to love Him deeply, depend upon 
Him completely, trust Him implicitly, and serve Him 
unreservedly.

There is much at stake here for the follower of Christ. 
Since spending time personally in God’s Word is crucial 
to every aspect of our Christian growth and service, why 
would we not carve out time daily to do it? Now is the time 
to reprioritize our devotion to the Word of God. No doubt it 
will look differently for each of us—the retiree, the remote 
employee, the hard-working farmer, the busy executive, the 
stay-at-home parent. We won’t all have the same amount of 
time to devote to this, but we can each take the time we have 
and use it in ways that glorify God.

We understand all Scripture is inspired by God (2 Timo-
thy 3:16), given to us by the work of His Holy Spirit through 

the biblical authors. We also understand this same Holy 
Spirit lives within every Christian (Acts 2:38; 2 Corinthi-
ans  1:22). As you prioritize the time you spend in God’s 
Word in the New Year, consider praying a simple prayer like 
this each day as you begin your reading: “Father in Heav-
en, I come before You today to know You better through 
the reading of Your Holy Word. I ask that the Holy Spirit 
who inspired Your Word—the same Spirit who lives in me 
today—will lead me to that which is true and right and help 
me live out those truths so that You are honored in all that I 
say and do. Amen.”

Prioritizing Prayer
Another important priority to establish in the New Year 

is the priority of prayer. Prayer makes possible our two-
way communication with God. He speaks to us through His 
Word, and we speak to Him through our prayers.

We often think about prayer as an opportunity to present 
our wish lists before God, asking Him for the things we 
want and need in this life. While God encourages us to ask 
for what we need when we pray, prayer is much more than 
that. It is one of the deepest and purest expressions of our 
relationship with the living God. We might say that prayer is 
as natural to the Christian—and as vital—as breathing. Why 
does prayer deserve this high level of priority in our lives? 
Here are a few reasons:

Prayer leads to greater levels of surrender. When we 
pray, we are surrendering our will to God, adopting His 
will as our own. Jesus taught us to pray, “Your will be 
done” (Matthew  6:10) and then modeled that teaching 
in the garden when He prayed, “May Your will be done” 
(Matthew 26:42). The aim of prayer is to discern the will 
of God, embrace His will as our will, and base our requests 
on our understanding of His will. (By the way, this gives 
us additional motivation to pursue our first priority, time 
spent in God’s Word. As we read God’s Word, we grow in 
our understanding of God’s nature and character and in our 
knowledge of His will. This, in turn, helps us pray more 

Renewing Our Priorities� (cont.)

While we gain many benefits from the time we 
spend reading, studying, and meditating on God’s 

Word, the overarching goal is to know God. Our 
knowledge of God, then, is what compels us to 
love Him deeply, depend upon Him completely, 

trust Him implicitly, and serve Him unreservedly.
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Renewing Our Priorities� (cont.)
specifically according to the will of God.) The more our 
prayer lives grow and develop, the more we understand and 
apply the principle of surrendering to God.

Prayer leads to deeper levels of faith. When we pray and 
see God’s gracious answers to our prayers, our experiences 
add weight to the great promises about prayer we read in 
Scripture. Like muscles that grow larger and stronger with 
exercise, our faith grows larger and stronger the more we 
exercise it in prayer. 

Let’s consider two promises regarding prayer—and two 
opportunities to exercise faith in prayer—given to us in the 
letters of the apostle John. He wrote, “Dear friends, if our 
hearts do not condemn us, we have confidence before God 
and receive from Him anything we ask, because we keep 
His commands and do what pleases Him” (1 John 3:21-22). 
John promises that as we come to God in faith and obedi-
ence, with hearts that are pure and not condemned (remem-
bering that “there is now no condemnation for those who 
are in Christ Jesus” according to Romans 8:1), we can be 
confident that we will receive what we ask.

Does this promise give us permission to ask for absolutely 
anything? Since John penned the passage under the guid-
ance of the Holy Spirit, we’ll let him explain its meaning 
and limitations. He also wrote, “This is the confidence we 
have in approaching God: that if we ask anything according 
to His will, He hears us. And if we know that He hears us—
whatever we ask—we know that we have what we asked of 
Him” (1 John 5:14-15). John explains that in cases where 
we truly can discern and know the will of God in a situation, 
we can be confident God will hear our prayers and answer 
them according to His will and for His glory.

The caveat here, of course, is that we don’t always know 
the will of God in a given situation, but when we do, we 
can pray in faith and anticipate God will grant what we ask. 
Here’s an example: Paul wrote in 1 Thessalonians 4:3, “It 
is God’s will that you should be sanctified [made holy].” 
There’s no question that God wills that each of His children 
be sanctified and that they continue in the pursuit of holi-
ness. Combining 1 John 5:14-15 with 1 Thessalonians 4:3, 

it’s accurate to say that any sincere Christian who earnestly 
seeks holiness and asks God in prayer to help them attain 
to it, will receive what they ask. The more we pray, and 
the more we see God do amazing things in answer to our 
prayers, the deeper our faith will grow.

Prayer leads to a heightened awareness of God’s 
presence. King David acknowledged, “The Lord is near 
to all who call on Him, to all who call on Him in truth” 
(Psalm  145:18). Christians whose lives are marked by 
uninterrupted communion with God, who seek Him 
earnestly and “pray continually” (1  Thessalonians  5:17), 
experience the blessing of living every moment of their 
lives with a keen awareness of His presence. To live with 
this heightened awareness of God’s constant presence is to 
live a life of joy, peace, contentment, gratitude, and purpose.

First and foremost, we pray to glorify God and to honor 
our Lord Jesus Christ. When we add the secondary benefits 
that come our way when we pray, it’s clear to see that prayer 
must be a priority for each of us as we enter the New Year.

Prioritizing Evangelism
Jesus made it clear that He came to earth to “seek and 

to save the lost” (Luke 19:10). Before He ascended to the 
Father, He imparted a similar mission to us. “Therefore go 
and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the 
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 
and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded 
you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the 
age” (Matthew 28:19-20). Peter reminded us that we have 
been saved to “declare the praises of Him who called you 
out of darkness into His wonderful light” (1 Peter 2:9).

From the beginning, God had a plan for conveying the 
good news of Jesus Christ to a lost world. That plan includes 
us. In light of this, there is no better time than the New 
Year to recommit ourselves to the vital work of personal 
evangelism.

We should never accept the notion that evangelism is 
for the “experts.” The call to be His witnesses extends to 
every follower of Christ on earth. Jesus would never have 

First and foremost, we pray to glorify God and to 
honor our Lord Jesus Christ. When we add the 
secondary benefits that come our way when 
we pray, it’s clear to see that prayer must be a 

priority for each of us as we enter the New Year.
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given us a task we couldn’t carry out in His strength. To 
help us understand our calling and see it as something every 
follower of Christ can do, Jesus told this parable:

A farmer went out to sow his seed. As he was scat-
tering the seed, some fell along the path, and the 
birds came and ate it up. Some fell on rocky plac-
es, where it did not have much soil. It sprang up 
quickly, because the soil was shallow. But when the 
sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they 
withered because they had no root. Other seed 
fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the 
plants. Still other seed fell on good soil, where it 
produced a crop—a hundred, sixty or thirty times 
what was sown.

The farmer in the parable “scattered” the seed. He wasn’t 
particular about where it landed. Is there anyone who 
doesn’t need Christ? Our mandate is to sow the seed of the 
gospel indiscriminately. To seize every opportunity to make 
Christ known to the world.

One of the simplest ways to be an indiscriminate sower 
of the gospel seed is to look for opportunities to “tell your 
story,” to explain to others what being a Christian means to 
you. John wrote, “We proclaim to you what we have seen 
and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us” 
(1 John 1:3).

Remember the man from whom Jesus cast out a legion of 
demons? “As Jesus was getting into the boat, the man who 
had been demon-possessed begged to go with Him. Jesus 
did not let him, but said, ‘Go home to your family and tell 
them how much the Lord has done for you, and how He has 
had mercy on you’” (Mark 5:18-19).

A simple outline for “telling your story” may go some-
thing like this: (1) What my life was like before I became a 
Christian, (2) How I became a Christian, and (3) What my 
life has been like since I have become a Christian. Personal 
evangelism will eventually require more than simply telling 
our story, but it’s a great place to begin, and a great way to 
open the door for further conversation.

In Jesus’s parable, the farmer’s seed fell on four types of 
soil. Some fell on the path, some fell on rocky places, some 
fell among thorns, and some fell on good soil.

Some people won’t respond to our attempts to sow 
the gospel seed. Others may begin to accept it but won’t 
continue in their faith. Jesus had a Judas. Paul had a Demas. 
The book of Acts tells us that many accepted the gospel in 
the church’s infancy, but many others rejected it.

God calls us to faithfulness in sowing the gospel seed. 
The results are in His hands. Paul viewed it this way: “I 
planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow. 
So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but 

Renewing Our Priorities� (cont.)
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Renewing Our Priorities� (cont.)
only God, who makes things grow” (1 Corinthians 3:6-7). 
Even when the work seems slow, when we think we’re see-
ing little or no progress, we are called to faithfully sow the 
gospel seed, trusting God with the outcome.

Some of the farmer’s seed fell on good soil. When it did, it 
produced a crop yielding one hundred, sixty, or thirty times 
what was sown. Knowing only God can bring about the har-
vest, we work diligently and wait patiently. It’s a comfort-
ing thought actually. We play a part in bringing people to 
Christ, but it’s ultimately God’s work.

Prioritizing evangelism places us squarely in the will of 
God who does not want “anyone to perish, but everyone to 
come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9).

May the Lord empower each of us in the New Year as we 
recommit ourselves to time spent in His Word, to prayer, 
and to evangelism.� ~RH

(Endnotes)
1 All Scripture references are from the New International Version.

Shawn McMullen is editor of Christian Standard magazine and minister 
of the Vevay Church of Christ in Vevay, Indiana.
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Not Seeing but Believing January 7, 2024Hebrews 11 
NASB

Background of Text — In the Old Testament accounts, 
especially those revisited in Hebrews 11, we observe that 
God’s delight and blessing is not contingent on the ability 
of God’s people’s to do everything well. Instead, it is based 
on how their actions reveal a heart that completely trusts 
in God. For example, Abraham sinned in running ahead of 
God and trying to force the fulfillment of God’s promise 

(Genesis  16), yet God’s delight was in Abraham’s com-
plete confidence in God (Genesis 15:6).

Our text provides encouraging examples of what hap-
pens when men and women are determined to be faithful. 
The implication is: what will fail to be accomplished for 
God’s glory if you Christians waver in your faith.

Verses 1-3 — The men of old had 
the assurance of the things they hoped 
for and the conviction of things they 
could not see, and for this they gained 
God’s approval.

Verses 4-7 — God was pleased with 
Abel’s offering simply because it was 
offered by faith. Since faith comes by 
hearing the Word of God, we can be 
confident that the idea of sacrifice was 
of divine origin.

We know it was impossible for 
Enoch to please God if he did not 
believe that God, who is unseen, both 
exists and rewards those who seek to 
please Him. Why would anyone seek 
God if they did not believe He exists?

Verses 8-12 — Abraham, Sarah, 
and their heirs lived in tents, trusting 
God and living lives committed to His 
Word. In faith, they looked forward to 
a future city of which God is the archi-
tect (planner) and builder (craftsman).

Verses 13-19 — Confident in God’s 
Word, Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, and 
Jacob died as strangers and exiles on 
earth. They desired a heavenly coun-
try; one they could not see. Because 
of their confidence in God, God was 
not ashamed to be called their God, as 
He has a better country prepared for 
them. This heavenly Jerusalem is the 
final home of God’s people.

When called to sacrifice his son 
Isaac, Abraham demonstrated great 
faith. He concluded, since God prom-
ised that it was through Isaac that his 
offspring would be reckoned, and 
since he was going to sacrifice his son, 
that God would simply raise Isaac 

from the dead. Abraham showed tre-
mendous faith in both the power and 
promises of God.

Verses 20-22 — As Jacob was close 
to death, by faith he knew the blessing 
he gave to Joseph’s sons (Genesis 48) 
God would fulfill. Jacob did not doubt 
God’s Word. As we strive daily to live 
lives that are pleasing to God, are we 
tempted to doubt God’s Word because 
of the circumstances surrounding us?

According to the closing verses of 
Genesis (50:22-26), Joseph had the 
confidence in what he hoped for and 
the assurance of what he could not 
see. He knew God would deliver the 
Israelites from Egypt and settle them 
in the land of promise.

Verses 23-31 — Parents and 
grandparents may have some fear 
raising little ones today. Are the 
circumstances in the world today 
that much worse than the time when 
Moses’s parents lived? Because of 
their confidence in God, Moses’s 
parents hid him for the first three 
months of his life. They refused to fear 
the king’s command. They saw the 
child Moses was beautiful. What child 
is not beautiful? In our culture today, 
children need to hear and to know that 
they are fearfully and wonderfully 
made (Psalm 139:14). It is critical that 
today’s generation of young people 
come to understand how valuable and 
precious they are in the sight of God.

Moses exercised great faith in keep-
ing the Passover and leading the chil-
dren of Israel through the Red Sea. It 
took a strong faith to apply the blood 

of the lamb to the two doorposts and 
the lintel then trust that God would in-
deed pass over the house that fateful 
night when the firstborn perished.

Joshua followed in the shoes of his 
mentor Moses by leading the army 
of Israel in their epic conquering of 
Jericho as recorded in Joshua  6. The 
battle plan to march around mighty 
Jericho for seven days is truly one of 
the most remarkable demonstrations 
of faith recorded in the Scriptures.

Verses 32-40 — Look at those 
who were commended for their faith 
in the One they could not see. Their 
actions were great and what they did 
was fantastic. Gideon, Samson, and 
David are mentioned. They conquered 
kingdoms, gained strength after being 
weak, were powerful in battle, etc. 
Don’t you love God’s assessment of 
them as recorded in verse 38?

Hebrews says, “none of them 
received what had been promised.” 
They are righteous in God’s eyes, not 
because what they did was righteous. 
Gideon, Samson, and David would all 
agree it was their faith, their confidence 
in what God promised them, that made 
them righteous. They were confident 
even as they died without receiving 
the ultimate promise.

If the ancients were commended 
by their faith as they endured all they 
went through, we, as Christ’s body, 
can expect the same commendation if 
we too endure. As we look forward to 
our heavenly reward, let us run with 
endurance the race that is set before 
us, no matter what we face.
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Weekly Bible Lesson

Wise Beyond Your Years January 14, 2024Proverbs 3:1-12 
NASB

Background of Text — The author of Proverbs hinges 
success in life on maintaining an accurate perspective that 
God is the source of wisdom. How one gains wisdom is the 
focus of the books of Wisdom Literature. A good definition 
of wisdom is the practical skill necessary to negotiate the 
complexities of life.

Wisdom is primarily relational and enables an individual 
to live responsibly before God and others. We get into 

trouble when we think we have all the answers. The writer 
of Proverbs calls us to humility, acknowledging God’s 
authority in our lives instead of relying solely on our own 
instincts.

The instructions found in this passage are designed to 
stimulate faith and trust. Reliance upon God is the prereq-
uisite for attaining wisdom.

Verses 1-2 — The son’s father is 
telling his son not to forget his teach-
ing and to keep his commandments in 
his heart. He is to internalize the com-
mands as they will shape his character.

The parental teachings and com-
mands, if kept, would result in years 
of life and peace. Remember Jesus’s 
words in Luke  11:11, 12 about how 
a father would give good gifts to his 
son? A father who trusts in and fears 
the Lord will desire his son to live 
long in peace with God and mankind.

Verses 3-4 — Here, the son is taught 
to bind kindness and truth around his 
neck and write them on the tablet of 
his heart. He is not to let kindness 
and truth get away from him. He is to 
secure them so no one could take them 
away. In this way, he will find favor in 
both God’s and man’s eyes. Remember 
Jesus, as recorded in Luke  2:51-52, 
lived in subjection to His parents and 
grew in wisdom and stature, and in 
favor with God and men.

Verses 5-8 — The father taught his 
son simply to trust in the Lord with all 
his heart. Jeremiah 10:23 teaches that 
it is not in man who walks to direct 
his own steps. Thus, it is imperative 
that we do not trust in our own under-
standing but rather trust in the Lord in 
everything. When we trust in the Lord 
and acknowledge Him, He will make 
our paths straight. This does not mean 
a life free from difficulties, but rather 
that one’s life has clear direction and 
purpose.

The father pointed out the danger 

of thinking of himself as wise. To be 
wise in one’s own eyes is a demonstra-
tion of pride. In sharp contrast, to fear 
the Lord demonstrates humility. When 
we humbly submit to the Lord, we will 
turn from evil.

Fearing the Lord and turning away 
from evil will bring healing to the 
body and refreshment to the bones. 
In other words, such a life is healthy 
for the whole body — physical, men-
tal, emotional, and spiritual. The word 
refreshment suggests a cold glass of 
water after working outdoors.  

Verses 9-10 — The father taught his 
son to honor the Lord with his wealth. 
From the abundance of his produce, 
the son was to give honor to the Lord 
first.

The imagery of firstfruits recalls 
texts such as Deuteronomy 26:2. The 
offering of the firstfruits was an act of 
worship, not a means of gaining more 
wealth. When people, then and now, 
offer back to God the firstfruits of their 
labor, they are acknowledging that all 
they have is a gift from God. Fur-
thermore, it is an expression of faith 
that God will continue to provide the 
means necessary for the staples of life. 
This is what the writer implies when 
he states that the son will see the barns 
filled with plenty and vats overflowing 
with new wine.

Verses 11-12 — The father 
instructed his son, even while the son 
is binding kindness and truth around 
his neck and trusting the Lord in 
everything, that he was to welcome 

the reproof of the Lord. The Lord will 
discipline with love, not condemn.

In the book of Proverbs, the idea of 
discipline often points to a God-cen-
tered way of life. For this reason, the 
son was not to reject or loathe it. The 
discipline of the Lord is an essential 
part of developing godly character and 
conduct. The writer compares it to a 
father who corrects his son whom he 
delights in.  

A father will see his son about to 
touch something very hot. He will cor-
rect with a loud voice or take decisive 
action to keep him from even greater 
pain. If the father just let his son learn 
from burning his hand, where is his 
love for his boy?

God will discipline those he loves to 
save them from an even greater harm. 
In Job  5:17, we find, “Behold, how 
happy is the man whom God reproves, 
so do not despise the discipline of the 
Almighty.” Ultimately, the son will 
be wise beyond his years as he trusts 
the Lord and leans not his own under-
standing, even when the Lord is disci-
plining him.  

The Lord Jesus corrected the Twelve 
because of His love for them. We must 
continue to faithfully proclaim God’s 
Word as Paul exhorts us in 2  Timo-
thy  4:1-5 so that sons and daughters 
may turn from evil and receive the 
wisdom beyond their years. When we 
do this, they will live long in peace 
with man and God.
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Weekly Bible Lesson

Overcoming Fear January 21, 20242 Chronicles 20:1-20 
NASB

Background of Text — Trust in God and the promise 
of God’s protecting presence is God’s solution for fear. 
This echoes Joshua  1:9. As Joshua and the children of 
Israel prepared to enter the promised land, they faced a 
seemingly impossible mission against the Canaanites. As 
we know, the power of God won countless victories and 
made possession of the promised land possible.

Our history with God reminds us of God’s faithfulness in 
the past and of God’s unchanging character as we face the 
future. God can be trusted. When we face opposition, are 
we tempted to give up because of fear? How do we loosen 
the grip of fear? The faith demonstrated by Jehoshaphat 
encourages us to overcome fear through trust in God.

Verses 1-5 — King Jehoshaphat 
stood before the assembly of the peo-
ple of Judah and prepared to address 
them. The king was honest with him-
self and others and did not hide his 
fear. He and all who were before the 
Lord were afraid of the enemies gath-
ered against them.

Verses 6-9 — King Jehoshaphat 
stood in the house of the Lord and 
spoke to the Lord God. The king was 
not questioning if God is the God of 
the heavens or if God is ruler over all 
kingdoms. Rather, the king was recog-
nizing what God had done and that no 
one could stand against God.

Earlier in Israel’s history, God drove 
out the inhabitants of the land and 
gave the land to the descendants of 
Abraham. The king confessed to God 
that His people had lived in the land 
that God gave them.

If any evil, sword, judgement, 
pestilence, or famine should come 
upon God’s people, they were to stand 
before the house and before God. 
They were to cry out in their distress. 
The king was confident God would 
hear and deliver them.

Verses 10-13 — The king stood 
and confessed their need before God. 
When Israel came up out of Egypt, 
God had not let Israel destroy the 
people of Ammon, Moab, and Mount 
Seir. Mount Seir belonged to Esau’s 
descendants.

The king knew the land he was 
standing on was God’s possession 
and had been given to them as an 
inheritance. Knowing who your 

possessions belong to and why you 
have them (because of God’s kindness 
and generosity) helps you depend on 
God when facing potential destruction 
of such things. Turning to Him with 
thanksgiving helps us endure whatever 
battles we are about to face.

In Philippians 4:6, Paul wrote, “Be 
anxious for nothing, but in every-
thing by prayer and supplication with 
thanksgiving let your requests be 
made known to God.” The king hum-
bled himself before God and asked for 
His judgment on their enemies. The 
king confessed they were powerless. 
Yet, King Jehoshaphat also knew they 
had all he needed, namely the ear of 
God.

Verses 14-17 — The Spirit of the 
Lord spoke amid the gathering and 
commanded them to listen. The Lord 
told them not to fear the great army. 
God did not speak only to Jahaziel or 
the king.  God spoke to all those who 
were gathered. 

God could have communicated to 
them in any number of ways. He could 
have sent angels, His booming voice, 
or a storm. Instead, He sent His spirit 
on a man from the family of the Lev-
ites, Jahaziel. God calmed their fears 
with His Word through the voice of a 
Levite. As we face the battles of the 
Christian life, the promises in God’s 
Word serve to calm our fears.

God took possession of the battle. 
The battle did not belong to them any 
longer. The battle was God’s battle. 
God would put them in position to see 
the salvation of the Lord. God want-

ed them to go out to face the enemy, 
knowing the Lord was with them.

Verses 18-19 — Hearing the prom-
ise God gave to deliver them from 
their enemies led all the assembly to 
worship the Lord. All of Judah and the 
people of Jerusalem, along with their 
king, humbled themselves and wor-
shiped the Lord. Worship is the proper 
response of God’s people to what God 
has promised and what He does. As 
we hear and are reminded of the gra-
cious promises of God, we too should 
lift our voices in praise and worship.

Verse 20 — The next morning, 
the king moved his army to Tekoa, 
southeast of Bethlehem. As they were 
marching, Jehoshaphat encouraged 
them to put their trust in the Lord their 
God. Remember, just the day before, 
everyone was afraid. They went before 
the Lord, asking God to deliver them. 
God heard and spoke, claiming the 
battle belonged to Him. The next day, 
they marched, not with fear but with 
their king reminding them to put their 
trust in the Lord and to proceed with 
the confidence that God would deliver 
just as He has promised.

Every Lord’s Day, the church gath-
ers to remember what Jesus has done. 
Remembering that it is only through 
God’s grace that we are delivered from 
the power of sin, we repent of our sins, 
lay down our burdens of fear, and take 
up the joy and peace that is ours be-
cause of the resurrection of Jesus. We 
do not need King Jehoshaphat, be-
cause we have King Jesus to encour-
age us to trust our Father, God.
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Using Our Unique Gifts January 28, 2024Romans 12:3-8 
NASB

Background of Text — This section marks a turn in Ro-
mans from Paul’s theology of salvation to the behavioral 
(or ethical) implications of that salvation for the believer. 
Here in Romans, Paul’s exposition of the doctrine of sal-
vation (chapters 1-11) has laid the theological foundation 
for ethical living (chapters 12-16).

In other words, in view of all that God has accomplished 
for the Christian in Christ, how should the Christian live? 
The only reasonable and proper response to God’s mercy 

is to submit one’s life as a sacrifice wholly to the good God 
who sacrificed Himself for us.

Theologians have long noted that the instructions in this 
section of Scripture have the essence of law. However, 
we are under grace not law. The theologian Leon Morris 
astutely observes that, “Legalism says, ‘Do these things 
and live.’ Grace, on the other hand, says, ‘Live, and you 
will do these things.’”

Verse 3 — The grace that has been 
given to us should never lead us to 
think of ourselves as more highly 
than we are. Both the Christians who 
traced their heritage back to Abraham 
and the Christians who had pagan 
backgrounds could have thought more 
highly of themselves than the other.

The phrase “measure of faith” is no-
toriously difficult to interpret. The best 
understanding is that God has given to 
each Christian a measured ability that 
is appropriate to his own faith. In the 
church, there is a distribution of gifts 
(verses 6-8) and the measure of faith 
each member possesses corresponds 
to the gift received.

What is certain is that the main 
points of this verse are (1) each Chris-
tian has a gift; (2) these gifts are not 
the same; (3) each one’s gift comes 
from God; (4) since it is a gift there 
is no basis for feelings of superiority 
over others.

Verses 4-5 — Paul writes that just 
as we have differing measures of faith 
(i.e., we are gifted differently) we are 
nevertheless “one body in Christ, and 
individually members of one another.” 
The physical body has different parts, 
and these different parts don’t do the 
same thing. Similarly, the individual 
parts of the body of Christ have differ-
ent gifts and these parts have different 
functions. Thus, we need the different 
gifts to be effective. The differing gifts 
must be used in harmony if the body 
of Christ is to function effectively.

Paul, in 1 Corinthians 12:12-15, re-
minds us of our value to the body, “For 
even as the body is one and yet has 
many members, and all the members 
of the body, though they are many, are 
one body, so also is Christ. … For the 
body is not one member, but many.”

Verses 6-8 — We have gifts that are 
different due to God’s grace given us. 
It’s not that some have gifts, and some 
do not. Each Christian has received at 
least one of the seven gifts listed here 
in our text.

Prophecy — The grace of God has 
given some in the body the gift of 
prophecy—in the context, this is the 
ability to proclaim the gospel of Jesus 
Christ not the miraculous proclama-
tion of God’s Word. We all know men 
who excel in preaching Christ and 
Him crucified.

Service — Others have the gift of 
service (or ministering). In general, 
this refers to the ministry of meeting 
the material needs of those in our con-
gregations.

Teaching — Some have the gift of 
teaching in that they are experts at ex-
plaining the nuances of biblical truths. 
This is the ability to develop the mean-
ing and subsequent application of both 
Old and New Testament passages.

Exhortation — This is the ability 
to encourage and persuade Christians 
to act upon the knowledge they have 
received. Individuals with this gift are 
experts at spurring their fellow Chris-

tians to put their faith into action.
Giving — This refers to the use of 

one’s own funds to meet the needs of 
others. Most scholars see this as a ref-
erence to private benevolence and this 
is undoubtedly correct.

Leading — The word used here 
means “to stand before people for the 
purpose of leading, governing, or pre-
siding over them.” This refers to the 
leaders of the congregation, specifi-
cally the elders. They are instructed to 
lead with diligence, i.e., with an ear-
nestness.

Mercy — This essential gift speaks 
to those who are gifted at providing 
comfort and showing compassion to 
those among us who are hurting.

All these gifts are important and 
essential to the collective body of 
Christ. Again, since they are gifts 
stemming from God’s grace, no one 
should think of themselves as more 
important than another. Rather, we 
should strive to exercise our gifts for 
the good of all, the glory of God, and 
the expanding of Christ’s kingdom.

The NASB uses the word exercise 
in its understanding of the idea Paul 
is writing. Physicians and attorneys 
exercise and practice what they do. 
The gifts of grace that we have must 
be exercised, used, and practiced. The 
more we use those gifts, the better the 
gift becomes, and ultimately the more 
God is glorified.
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