
Semester 6

1 Eternal life and your neighbor

One of the typical moods of our community, especially from those who’ve participated in church activity for most of their lives, views our relationship with Jesus as an entirely private matter.  Getting to heaven and being in relationship with God is a matter of personal growth, becoming like Christ, being a mature disciple (whatever language you choose to use to name it).  There are a few passages of scripture that throw a kink in this kind of attitude.

Matthew 22:36-40  We’ll start here, since it is the first time Jesus mentions the ‘greatest commandment’—to love God and (similarly) to love your neighbor.  Now the real sticking point of this whole passage is in verse 39 when Jesus says, ‘the second is like it’.  He’s reaching back into the Old Testament (Deuteronomy 5:6) to quote the primary saying of Israel affirming their identity as followers of God.  In both cases, loving God is totally inseparable from loving neighbors.  According to Jesus, the command to love a neighbor is like the command to love God.  So foundationally we see that part of loving God is loving neighbors.

Luke 10:25-37  ups the ante a little bit by its discussion of the question “who is my neighbor?”  Looking at the passage there is one prominent point: being a neighbor means that you are a help to those who need it regardless of their position or your own personal sacrifice (from verses 36 and 37).  It’s interesting that Jesus answers the question of ‘who is my neighbor’ (v.29) with another question ‘who was a neighbor to him’ (v. 36).  He turns the question on its head and, in doing so, makes it clear that it is less important to identify the neighbor than to be the neighbor.

Matthew 25, in my mind, is the epitome of this kind of thinking.  Verse 31 begins the parable of the sheep and the goats.  In this teaching, those who get eternal life are the sheep, those who act mercifully to the poor and needy and those who neglect these actions are judged as goats.  While some wrongly interpret this passage as works-based salvation, it does have startling implications for what it means for us to be a Christian, follow Jesus, grow into him, etc.  James 2 explains it this way, “faith without works is a dead faith.”  The implications of our eternity rest on whether we have faith in Jesus, and the substance of that faith is determined by what sort of actions that we take in life.

Taken together, these teachings make one thing very clear: loving God without loving our neighbor is really no love at all.  It is a hard saying, but one supported by the weight of the word.  Eternal life that is coming is enriched by this kind of lifestyle.  Storing up treasure in heaven is accomplished by being this kind of neighbor.  We experience abundant life on earth as we deny ourselves for the sake of others (i.e. our neighbors).  We are blessed by God to be a blessing—there is nothing given to us from heaven that does not find its ending place in someone besides ourselves.

Some questions:  Today, practically, how can I love my neighbor?  Who are the people that are a part of my day that need love?  How does this affect my eternal life?  Do I understand this connection? In what ways am I involved in other people’s lives as a neighbor?  

2 One thing is needed

There are few things in the life of a Christian that competes with love of God like service to God.  The activity of following God can be endless—attending church, bible study, community group, personal times with the Lord, intercession, outreach.  All good things, activities that participate in the kingdom of God advancing in the world and in our own lives.  There is a terrible temptation in this flurry of doing to allow the activity to be a substitute for a genuine love and devotion to Jesus.

Luke 10 contains the story of Mary and Martha—the prototypical passage on this subject.  Martha is busy serving Jesus by preparing for his company in her house.  In the contrasting position, her sister, Mary, is sitting at the feet of Jesus.  When Martha complains about the situation, Jesus’ answers, “you are worried and bothered about so many things; but only a few things are necessary, really only one, for Mary has chosen the good part, which shall not be taken away from her.”  In simple language, there are many things to occupy time and though, but only one is really essential.  The one thing, sitting at the feet of Jesus, is a illustration of devotion, intimacy and learning.  To ‘sit at the feet’ of a rabbi is a metaphor for being under his teaching, so Mary’s physical position reminds us that our life’s posture is one of learning.  We are devoted to knowing Jesus intimately in order that we can learn from him by  being with him.  

The statement is perhaps cliché but true, nonetheless.  The good distracts from the best.  Our activity for God, for his kingdom, for the world must be deeply rooted in a sincere devotion to the Lord himself.  A life built with a shallow root system will inevitably outgrow itself with good works and topple over.  

II Corinthians 11:3.  In this passage Paul is concerned that the Corthinthians’ minds would be “led astray from the simplicity and purity of devotion to Christ.”  In hearing this, many of us turn our thoughts immediately to the many things that keep us from having time with the Lord.  Not that this is not outside the scope of his intention; it may well be.  Though the two are certainly related,  his word of warning extends more into our lifestyle than our morning prayers.  It is the direction of our mind as we live that is of primary concern.  It is the complexity of schedules and classes and all things extracurricular that crowds the Lord out of our minds and hearts almost entirely.  We often enter worship or prayer having spent many hours without Jesus having a moment of our time.  

This is not condemning, however, but encouraging.  The Lord desires us to sit at his feet, to return to a simple and pure devotion to him.  Whether crowded with religious activity or not, the Lord would have us unclutter ourselves and return to him with our whole heart and mind.

Some questions:  How does/can my life reflect a simple and pure devotion to the Lord?  What are the things in my life that crowd Jesus out?  Is my life too complex to be centered in the Lord?  What would it even mean if I was simply and purely given to the Lord?  How can I ‘sit at his feet’?  Are there good things in my life that leave little room for the one necessary thing?  What characteristics within me make this a hard thing to do (laziness, lack of discipline, too little genuine love for Jesus, impatience, out of practice, etc.)?

3  He disciplines us as children

Honestly, nobody likes to be disciplined.  The pain, embarrassment, and shame that often comes with it is not something to we go looking for.  But, continuing to be honest, we need it.  Our lives go off track, we really miss it, mess it up, and get into troubling situations.  Even worse, because of our sinful nature we often choose to look past our sin and remain in a conscious ignorance.  But to grow spiritually (or in any other way) we need to be confronted with our sin, and here is the biggest problem of all.  We completely misunderstand God and discipline.

Hebrews 12:4-13 talks about this situation with some detail, highlighting our own distaste for discipline and the purposes of God in it.  A few points really stand out.  First, it is essential that we understand that it is because the Lord loves us that we are disciplined.  He isn’t disciplining out of anger, wrath, disappointment but out of a pure love (He is love).  The word here even goes as far as to say that without discipline you are not a true child of the Lord (v.8), which is a pretty heavy word.  Secondly, his discipline is not like our father’s who only disciplined “as seemed best to them.”  Our Father in heaven disciplines from a perfectly good and righteous perspective for our good.  It is not punishment or restitution, but discipline: correction and instruction that is intended to change our nature.  Often we think it’s a behavior changing operation (which it is), but primarily it is intended to change who we are, which will eventually lead to changed action anyway.  The passage is rich in many other areas, but these two are perhaps the most misunderstood.

Proverbs 1:23 Given these misunderstandings, the big question that remains is, ‘how should I respond to the Lord’s discipline?’  At the most basic level, it seems that Hebrews is encouraging us to learn to accept if for our own good.  The passage in Proverbs takes it a step further: “turn to my reproof.” In other words, don’t just endure it, seek it out, relish it, turn into it.  This is a far cry for most of us who see God as a strict judge and punisher who causes us shame and discomfort in discipline.  When can come to grips with our own sinfulness and begin to see God for who he actually is. we learn to value his discipline as an extremely beneficial part of our lives in him.  For those who really long to grow into Christ and who they were fully created to be, desiring discipline is an extremely valuable attitude.  Not that it is the discipline itself that is valuable, but that the ‘peaceful fruit of righteousness’ that is its end is without comparison.  

Another note:  to see the value of discipline, a word study in the book of Proverbs is time well spent. There are a few of the passages listed below.

Deuteronomy 8:5; Job 5:17; Proverbs 1:7, 3:12, 5:12, 23, 6:23, 10:17, 12:1, 13:18, 13:24,15:5, 15:10, 15:32

Some questions: How have I typically seen God when it comes to discipline?  What do I believe his attitude is toward me?  Why do I believe he disciplines me?  What is my life experience been with discipline?  How do those experiences affect the way I know the Lord’s discipline?  What would it take for me to accept God’s discipline?  What would it take for me to welcome it?  What would it take for me to turn toward it intentionally?  Do I value discipline?  How do I usually react to it?  Is there a better way?

4 The Spiritual Battle

Our continued challenge in being ‘abundantly living’ people has three fronts: the world, our self, the evil one.  Unfortunately for us, none of the three will be completely resolved this side of the redemption of our bodies.  But we aren’t without hope, in that God tells us about these things so that we can have understanding that might result in knowing what we should do.  

Romans 7:14-25  We’ll start with ourselves.  We have to understand that we have two different natures at work inside us.  Our flesh (sinful nature) and the nature birthed by the Spirit (Ephesians 2, II Cor. 5:17).  Even though we’re a ‘new creation in Christ’ and ‘the old is gone, and the new has come’, we still retain our most basic flaws, sin, and brokenness. We don’t do the good we want to do, and we do the evil that we really wish we could resist.  Without getting too deep into the theological waters here, the beginning of our fight is simply confessing our own sinful tendencies and learning to choose to ‘live by the Spirit.’  Among other things, this means that we resist the natural temptations of our weak flesh and choose the ways that God leads us by his Spirit (into right choices, selfless behavior, pure motives, etc.).  

I John 2:15-17 This passage in I John shows us three basic ways that the world influences people toward sin: the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life.  It seems like the lust of the flesh is the tendency of our sinful nature to be enticed into sin by its own natural urges: gluttony, some greed, some sexual sin, selfishness, etc.  Lust of the eyes deals with those things like envy, materialism, jealousy, sexual lust and the like.  The pride of life is that deep part of ourselves that seeks to ‘save our life’ at all costs, not considering others, but only what we can get to advance ourselves.  Quite obviously there are many ways that the world pulls at us and these broad compartments only help make a good categorical foundation.  The main point, though, is that it is also important to recognize that our battle spiritually involves how we interact with the world around us.  ‘Winning’ spiritually in this area means that we are ‘in the world not of the world’ (John 17:15,16), our interactions with sin in the world do not create sin within us.

I Peter 5:8-11  (and Ephesians 6:10-18)  The last component is perhaps the most difficult to believe, in that we aren’t often able to see the connections between our life and an invisible enemy.  Nevertheless, the reality presented by God in scripture is that we are under assault by a whole team of enemies (the devil and his demons).  He leads and cooperates with the world to influence us into sin.  He tempts our flesh toward sin.  The bible, however, continually encourages us to realize the nature of the beast, so to speak.  I John 10:10 says he wants to steal, kill and destroy.  This I Peter passage says he’s like a lion looking for opportunity to eat us alive.  While it is often difficult to discern the enemies influence on our lives, it is important to realize that he continually feeds us lies and accusations.  He is ‘the father of lies’ (John 8:44) and ‘the accuser of the brothers’ (Rev. 12:10).  So, many of our most condemning thoughts and incorrect ways of thinking can be attributed to the influence of the enemy.

So, knowing the extent of the battle is helpful.  Thankfully, the vast majority of the New Testament doesn’t diagnose the problem but gives us the tools we need to fight it.  Renewing your mind (Rom.12:2), resisting the devil, fleeing from sexual immorality, denying your self (that is, your sinful nature), do not love the world…all these help us fight the fight against our sinful self, the fallen world, and the enemy.

Some questions:  Do I believe that I engage a spiritual battle?  What are its noticeable affects on me?

How have I approached the fight?  What has been my strategy?  In which of these three areas do I struggle the most?  Which do I find the most victory?  What might change the level of my ‘winning the fight’?  

5 Woes

There are some parts of the word that aren’t necessarily pleasant to examine.  But, if it’s all useful (II Timothy 3:16), then we can’t just skip over it because it makes us nervous.  Specifically here, we’re talking about some of the ‘woes’ that are stated for different kinds of people.  Two statements must be made to clarify.  First, in the tradition of Psalm 139, part of life with Jesus is allowing him to search our deeper soul for any hidden sin.  Second, although we hopefully are not completely in the category of those receiving ‘woes’, it is a good place to turn when we ask the Lord to search.  The extreme language and situations often bring up the trash hidden in our own lives.  Here’s     

6 Acknowledge the Son

7 Ready for our Master’s return

8 Lord’s Prayer

