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PERSONAL » fromJohnW.Ritenbaugh

the UHLTIRQS of

omans8:9-11, 15 providesan appropriatefoun-
dation for concluding this series of articles:

But you are not in the flesh but in the Spirit,
if indeed the Spirit of God dwellsinyou. Now
if anyonedoesnot havethe Spirit of Christ, he
isnot His. Andif Christisinyou, thebody is
dead because of sin, but the Spirit is life
because of righteousness. But if the Spirit of
Himwho rai sed Jesusfrom thedead dwells
in you, He who raised Christ from the
dead will also give life to your mortal
bodiesthrough His Spirit which dwellsin
you. . .. For you did not receive the spirit of
bondage again to fear, but you received the
Spirit of adoption by which we cry out,
“Abba, Father.”

The receipt of God's Spirit, providing union
with the Father and the Son, is what essentially
constitutesaChristian. Our unionwith Godisnot
constantly changing, ephemeral, or merely vision-
ary. Itisreality. Because the Spirit of God begets
us, we are part of His Family. But how much? Do
wetruly believewehavearel ationship with God?
Is God a part of our every day—when we get up
in the morning, at work or play, in our cars, with
our families, and when we go to bed at night?

ThepsalmistwritesinPsalm 10:4, “ Thewicked
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in hisproud countenance does not seek God; God
isin none of histhoughts.” Is God areality to us
all theday long, or aretherelong periodswhenHe
is not in our thoughts? Do we go through long
stretches of time when we think only of carnal or
secular things?lseverythingwedofiltered through
the spiritual knowledge God reveals to us for
creating Himself in us? Does everything we do
pass the bar of His standards? Arewereally part
of His Family, the Body of Jesus Christ? Do we
know? Does everything we do reflect theway the
Family of God would do things?

Honestly answering these questionsin the af-
firmative is a daunting order. Indeed, none of us
can answer them all with a“Yes.” However, the
apostle Paul charges us with thisvery obligation
inll Corinthians10:3-5:

For though we walk in the flesh, we do not
war according totheflesh. For theweapons
of our warfare are not carnal, but mighty in
God for pulling down strongholds, casting
down arguments and every high thing that
exalts itself against the knowledge of God,
bringing every thought into captivity to the
obedience of Christ.

Could we do this? Why would God set it as a
standard if it were not possible?
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In 1 John 4, John makes a rather startling state-
ment regarding our union with Christ. It is puz-
Zlinginthatitspractical applicationisvaguetous
becauseweareunfamiliar with the possibilities.
Readers usually take a glimpse of it then move
on, wondering about its meaning. The words
themselves are simple enough, but their very
simplicity adds to its confounding nature be-
causg, if it truly meanswhat it appearsto say, it
istoogoodtobetrue! Lacking biblical evidence
and a logical explanation for reaching such a
wonderful conclusion, we pass on.

I John 4:15 says, “Whoever confesses that
Jesusisthe Son of God, God abidesin him, and
hein God.” The context is obviously our union
with God, asthewords* abide” and“in” confirm.
Verse 16 continues the thought: “And we have
known and believed thelovethat God hasfor us.
Godislove, and hewho abidesinlove abidesin
God, and Godinhim.” Abidemeans*“tolive,” “to
continuewith,” or “to go onwith.” By substitut-
ing these synonyms, the last phrase reads, “He
who continuesor livesinlove, continuesor lives
in God, and God in him.”

The verse emphasizes an ongoing, unbroken,
intimaterel ationship. Nothing can becloser than
for oneto bein another! Since John defineslove
in | John 5:3 as keeping the commandments, the
word*“love” inthisverseindicatesthatitisbeing
reciprocated between God and us, and it iswhat
facilitates the continuance of the union and
relationship. These versesin fact confirm what
Jesus said on the eve of His crucifixion:

If you love Me, keep My commandments.
And| will pray the Father, and Hewill give
you another Helper, that He may abide
withyouforever. The Spirit of truth, which
the world cannot receive, because it neither
sees Him nor knows Him; but you know
Him, for He dwellswith you and will bein
you. (John 14:15-17)

In verse 23, Jesus drops the term “Helper,”
showing morespecifically whowouldbelivingin
us: “If anyoneloves Me, hewill keep My word;
and My Father will love him, and We will come

The subject hereisnot another human being but
the Deity, and John is saying we can be bold
because we share a commonality with Him.

to him and make Our home with him.” “Keep”
indicates that the love of which Jesus speaksis
not merely an affection, as keep means “to
maintain, continue or carry on.” It is therefore
active and dynamic.

Has that wondrous promise actually taken
place? Areweso united with God, so at onewith
Him, that Jesus Christ, our Creator, Savior, Re-
deemer, and High Priest has made us the place
of His abode? If so, do our lives reflect that He
isthere? Arewe giving evidence of His presence?

| John 4:17 contai nsthe astounding statement:
“Love has been perfected among usin this: that
we may have boldness in the day of judgment;
because as He is, so are we in this world.”

Peter announcesin | Peter 4:17, “For thetime
has come for judgment to begin at the house of
God; andif it beginwith usfirst, what will bethe
end of those who do not obey the gospel of
God?’ For those of us “in the church,” our
judgment began with God'’ scalling and our con-
version, and it continues to this very moment.
Judgment will come to those living following
Christ’s return during the Millennium and to
thoseinthesecondresurrection during the Great
White Throne period.

Are we experiencing boldness or confidence
(the Greek word can be translated either way;
see Hebrews 3:6), or are we ashamed of Jesus
Christ? Do we hide what we are? John suggests
that we should beliving boldly becausewe have
afoundation of confidencethat we are under the
blood of Jesus Christ and have beguntokeepHis
commandments. Are we ashamed about talking
about our baptism into the church of God, His
Family? Are we fearful about talking about
specific doctrines, not to convert others, but
simply to state our beliefs?

It isinteresting that the Greek word translated
“boldness” literally means* freedom of speech.” It
impliesthat nothing hindersaperson. Loveisbeing
perfected in us so that we may be unhindered in
our submission to God while under judgment. |
John 4:17 then goes on to say, “AsHeis, so are
wein thisworld.” “He" is capitalized. The pub-
lishers have done thisto draw attention to the fact
that this pronoun refersto Christ Himself.

\Whoever confesses

that Jesus is the

Son of God,

God abides in Him,

and he in God.
—| John 415

If you love Me,

keep My

commandments,
—John 1415

What did He accomplish? Where does He stand
inrelationto God andtous?How didHeliveHis
life? Jesus Christ lived Hislife confidently and
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boldly. The apostle is essentially saying that,
when God looks at us, He sees us as though we
were Jesus Christ! Has anybody ever lived life
closer to God than Jesus?

The phrase, “As He is so are we in this
world,” merits a second look. Ephesians 1:3
provides a similar illustration, “Blessed be the
God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who
has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in
heavenly placesin Christ.” Both statements say
that Christ stands in place of us, another as-
tounding aspect of God’s grace. This is espe-
cially astonishinginthat, if weconsider ourselves
soberly, we see weak, sinful human beings who
have experienced many failures. By contrast,
Christ was perfect in every aspect of life.

God isrealistic in His perception of us. He
does not fantasize when observing Mr. Smith or
Mr. Jones, deluding Himself into thinking that
Heislookingat Christ. No, Heliterally seesMr.
Smith or Mr. Jones, but the converted are only
accepted before Him because of Jesus Christ,
because they bear His righteousness and because
Helivesin them. No man is accepted before Him
on the basis of his own works of righteousness.
Paul writes of the righteousnessthat enablesusto
be accepted before God in Philippians 3:8-9:

Butindeed| aso count all thingslossfor the
excellenceof theknowledgeof Christ Jesus
my Lord, for whom | have suffered theloss
of all things, and count them as rubbish,
that | may gain Christ and befoundinHim,
not having my own righteousness, whichis
fromthelaw, but that whichisthroughfaith
in Christ, the righteousness which isfrom
God by faith.

Paul commentson thisrighteousnessagainin
Romans 3:21-22: “ But now therighteousness of
God apart from the law is revealed, being wit-
nessed by the Law and the Prophets, even the
righteousness of God which is through faith in
Jesus Christ to all and on all who believe.” This
faithisimputed, accounted to us because of our
faith in Jesus Christ when we possess no righ-
teousness to gain us entrance or acceptance
before God.

Wecanthusenter God’ sthroneroom andtalk
to Him because of Jesus Christ, and He accepts
usbefore Him asif wewere Jesus. If we extend
this principle out into other aspects of Christian
life, we can seethat we always have thelife and
sacrifice of Christ preceding us as we walk the
path to the Kingdom of God. Thisiswhy we can
be bold: God accepts us on the basis of Christ’'s
life and sacrifice.

We are all very concerned about sin. The
concern to avoid it is good, but to be in great
anxiety over it is not good. Some would be
astonished to learn that God is less concerned
about individual sinsthan Heisabout theoverall
trajectory of our lives. Showing consi stent growth
hasahigher priority withHimthanany individual
sin committed out of weakness.

Galatians 5:6 says, “For in Christ Jesus nei-
ther circumcision nor uncircumcision avails
anything, but faith working through love.”
Consistent growth will be showninthelives of
those who live by love motivated by faith. The
unstated but nonethel ess overriding purpose of
the offerings of Leviticus is to teach us the
qualities needed to love God and fellow man. It
is total devotion and sacrifice in keeping the
commandments of God.

For in Jesus Christ
neither circumeision
nor uncircumeision
avails anything,
butfaithworking
through love,
—(Galatians 5.6

For [ was alive once
without the law,
butwhen the
commandment came,
sinrevived and | died.
——Romans 79

We cannot do this unless the closeness of our
identification and union with Christ isaday-to-
day reality and thoroughly understood by us. Our
union with Himisincredibly close, as God per-
ceivesit. If anything can give us confidence in
livinglifebefore God and theworld, it ought tobe
our ability to perceivehow westand beforeHim.
Paul writesin Romans 6:4, “ Therefore we were
buried with Him through baptisminto death, that
just as Christ was raised from the dead by the
glory of the Father, even so we al so should walk
in newness of life.”

The word “with” will be the focus of our
attention as we seek to understand more thor-
oughly our identificationwith Christ. Thescrip-
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ture says we were buried “with” Christ. Jesus
was literally buried in the heart of theearthina
tomb because He was dead. The apostle Paul
states in Romans 7:9, “For | was alive once
without the law, but when the commandment
came, sinrevived and | died.” Like Paul, weare
buried “with” Him by means of baptism.

We tend to take the word “with” for granted
because we use it so commonly; it is a little
prepositionwestick infront of another word and
hardly notice. But what does it mean? It means
“in the company of.” Every time we see the
word “with” preceding Christ in a context that
includes us, we are“in the company of” Him. It
has a few other alternate usages such as, “a

5
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member or associate of,” “characterized by,”
“possessed of,” and many more. In fact, the
American Heritage College Dictionary shows
twenty-seven closely related but specifically dif-
ferent usages.

Romans6:6 addsto being baptized with Christ,
“Knowing this, that our old man was crucified
with Him, that the body of sin might be done
away with, that we should no longer be slaves of
sin.” Weare not only baptized with Him, we are
also crucified with Him. Christ became sin to
pay for our sins, suffered crucifixion, and died.
Wediewhen God reveal sto ustheknowl edge of
sin and we repent, accept the blood of Christ,
and commit ourselves to be His disciples.

Our relationship with Christ is so close that
we are perceived as sharing with Him His
experiences. His experiences were literal and
physical, and ours are every bit as literal and
individually meaningful to our fulfilling God’s
will butarespiritual. Each“with Him” statement
shows we are on the same path in His company.

Therelationshipisof such closenessthat Paul
describes it in Galatians 2:20 as, “| have been
crucified with Christ; itisno longer | who live,
but Christ livesin me; and the life which | now
liveintheflesh | live by faith in the Son of God,
who loved me and gave Himself for me.”

Paul expands further on this in Colossians
2:12-13:

[Y ouwere] buried with Him in baptism, in
which you also were raised with Him
through faith in the working of God, who
raised Him from the dead. And you, being
dead in your trespasses and the
uncircumcision of your flesh, Hehasmade
alive together with Him, having forgiven
you all trespasses.

Thus, resurrection with Him is added to the
experiences we share as members of Christ.

However, all of thisplacesusunder certain
obligations. Paul continueswiththisthemein
Colossians 3:1, “If you then were raised with
Christ, seek those things which are above,
where Christ is, sitting at the right hand of
God.” Becoming new meninandthrough Christ,
we are charged with making the Kingdom of
God our top priority in life. Even in this,
though, we seek the Kingdom in His com-
pany.

Jesusaddressesour identificationwithHimin
His prayer on the eve of His crucifixion:

| have given them Y our word; and theworld

has hated them because they are not of the
world, just as| am not of theworld. | do not
pray that You should take them out of the
world, but that Y ou should keep them from
theevil one. They are not of theworld, just
as | am not of theworld. (John 17:14-16)

The world Jesus speaks of is Satan’s anti-
God systemworkinginandthrough men. Within
it are the cultures of all nations on earth. Jesus
is clearly not of that anti-God system, and He
declares that those accompanying Him, the
apostles, were not of the world either. They
were of the same system as He—the Kingdom
of God. Thesameistrue of thosein Christ today.

Paul mentionsthisinanumber of places. The
most detailedisin| Corinthians12:12-13, 27, in
which he compares the church to Jesus Christ’s
very body:

For as the body is one and has many
members, but all the members of that one
body, being many, are one body, soalsois
Christ. For by one Spirit we were all bap-
tized into one body—whether Jews or
Greeks, whether slaves or free—and have
all been made to drink into one Spirit. . ..
Now you arethe body of Christ, and mem-
bersindividually.

Ephesians1:22-23 considerably strengthensour
identification with Christ, “And He put all things
under His feet, and gave Him to be head of all
thingstothechurch, whichisHisbody, thefullness
of Him who fills all in all.” Paul’s illustration
clearly pictures Christ as the head of a human
body with the church filling out and completing
the remaining body parts. We are perceived as
being onewith Him aspart of that body. Isit even
possibleto identify with Him any closer?

God isclearly attempting to impress this point
uponusthrough many repetitions. Notice Ephesians
5:23,29-30, 32:

For the husband is head of thewife, asalso
Christ is head of the church; and Heisthe
Savior of the body. . . . For no one ever
hated his own flesh, but nourishes and
cherishes it, just as the Lord does the
church. For we are members of His body,
of Hisflesh and of Hisbones. . . .Thisisa
great mystery, but | speak concerning Christ
and the church.

Paul expands the union and oneness out to what
a husband and wife's should be.

Knowing this, that
our old man was
crucified with Him,
that the body of sin
might be done
away with, that we
should no longer be
Slaves to sin,
——Romans 66

If you then were
raised with Christ
seek those things
which are above,
where Christ is,
sitting at the right
hand of God,
—(olossians 31
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The Offerings of Leviticus: Conclusion (Part One)

Thesereferences that reveal our exceedingly
closeidentificationwith Christall lendweight as
to why we can say that God looks at us and sees
Christ. It is an amazing and humbling aspect of
His grace because we have certainly not earned
such recognition on any or even the sum total of
our works.

Thus John could write, “As He s, so are we
intheworld.” Our union with Christ is so close
because we are in Him and He is in us. Two

cannot be any closer! Asmentioned earlier, this
bringsusunder obligation. Isthisreflectedinour
lives? Do we willingly, knowingly take Christ
intoall our activities, fully awarethat wearetaking
with usthegreat God, the Creator and Savior of all
mankind? Do wethink of our onenesswithHimto
this degree? Do we speak the words He speaks?
Doweallow Histhoughtsand our thoughtsto be
the same? We are getting to a vital aspect of
daily lifeinunderstanding thisresponsibility.

The wages of sin
15 death.
—Romans 6:23

In the sacrifices of Leviticus, Christ is pictured
as meeting all of God’s holy requirements. He
perfectly met God’ s claim on man. God is gov-
ernor of Hiscreation and itslawgiver. Whenwe
break His law, He has a claim on us, which is,
according to Romans 6:23, “ Thewagesof sinis
death.” That claimisour life.

However, because He was the perfect burnt,
meal, peace, sin, and trespass offerings, through
Christthat claimiscompletely met for everyone
whotruly believesin Hisstanding before God as
the sacrifice that pays God’s claim against sin-
ners. Thus, those who believe are reconciled to
God, and their standing before God changes to
be the same as Christ’s. His place before God

becomes our place because of Christ’'s righ-
teousness.

This standing before God has nothing to do
with rank or position but strictly with being free
tobeintheFather’ spresence, tofellowshipwith
Him, and to be ason as Christ is. Romans 5:1-2
says, “ Therefore, having beenjustified by faith,
we have peacewith God through our Lord Jesus
Christ, through whom also we have access by
faith into this grace in which we stand, and
rejoice in hope of the glory of God.” Thus, our
standing with God isthat we are there as Christ
is. Thisamazing act of grace on God’ s part has
purpose beyond merely being the way to His
presence.

The well-known Romans 8:28-29 is a broad
statement that needs to be refined to reveal this
puUrpose:

Andwe know that all thingswork together
for good to those who love God, to those
who are the called according to His pur-
pose. For whom He foreknew, He also
predestinated to be conformed to the im-
age of His Son, that He might be the
firstborn among many brethren.

The purpose for our admittance into God's
presenceisthat “we be conformed to the image
of His Son.” When first justified by Christ’s
blood and admitted into God’'s presence, we
stand beforeHim, butwearenotyetinHisSon's
image. At this point, the work has only begun;
Christ’ srighteousnessisonly legally imputed to
us. That righteousnessisindeedreal, butitisnot
yet inscribed or engraved into our character to
become part of our very being. We stand free,
clear, and accepted, but we do not havethe same
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nature, mind, or character as the Son.

Romans 6:4 restates the reason for our being
admitted into God’'s presence: “Therefore we
were buried with Him through baptism into

death, that just as Christ was raised from the Forye are His
dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also .
should walk in newness of life.” Our altered Workmanshlp‘
standing before God enables usto walk in new- : :
ness of life so we can be conformed to theimage created in Christ
of His Son.

Walking requires effort, the expending of JeSUSfOVQOOdWOVKS,
energy, to arrive at a desired destination. Are i
any works involved in the salvation process? Wthh GOd prepared
“ For we are Hisworkmanship, created in Christ - [eforehandth
Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand tha
beforehand that we should walk in them” || Sh0U|d Wa|k
(Ephesians 2:10). These works most assuredly .
do not earn salvation, but at the sametime, God 111 tEM.
requires them. In fact, this verse says we are : ,
being created for the very purpose of doing —Eph95|an52-10

them! Such works are covered within the gen-
eral term “walk.”
Besides requiring effort, walking implies a
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destination, agoal. When a person walks, heis
moving purposefully to accomplish something
regardless of whether itisto flip alight switch,
shop at astore, get some exercise, or go to work
or school. God requires that we “walk in new-
nessof life.” It isour God-appointed goal inlife
and the reason He invites us into His presence.
Our lives cannot consist of aimless drifting; we
are headed somewhere, even as Israel’s goal
was the Promised Land.
| Peter 1:13-19 highlights what we must do:

Thereforegird uptheloinsof your mind, be
sober, and rest your hope fully upon the
grace that is to be brought to you at the
revel ation of Jesus Christ; asobedient chil-
dren, not conforming yourselves to the
former lusts, as in your ignorance; but as
Hewho called youisholy, you alsobeholy
in all your conduct, because it is written,
“Beholy, forl amholy.” Andif youcall on
the Father, who without partiality judges
according to each one's work, conduct
yourselves throughout the time of your
sojourning here in fear; knowing that you
werenot redeemed with corruptiblethings,
likesilver or gold fromyour aimlessconduct
received by tradition from your fathers, but
withthepreciousblood of Christ, asof alamb
without blemish and without spot.

Christianity isaway involving far morewal k-
ing than talking. It requires effort, and most

scripturesimply that thewalkingisvoluntary. It
must bethisway because, most of thetimewhen
wewalk, itisbecause we have madeavoluntary
decision to move from one point to another. In
God’ s purposg, it is the only way to make the
mind, nature, and character of Christ truly ours.

Thelast, brief phrase of Romans 6:4 contains
agreat deal about life’ soverriding purpose! Ina
broad sense, itiswhat lifeafter conversionisal
about. It is awakening to the reality of our
spiritual slavery and responsibilities through
God's calling, followed by a change of mind
toward Him, and a spiritual death, burial, and
resurrection so we might walk in conformity to
Christinto God’sKingdom.

God allows the sacrifice of Christ to take the
place of the claim He has on us to restore us to
fellowship with Him, whichisabsolutely essen-
tial inproviding usthestrength, motivation, and
gifts—whatever it takes—to complete the walk
successfully. Mankind hasnever enjoyedthis; it
has not had contact with God since He cut
humanity off by putting Adamand Eveout of the
Garden of Eden.

Thiswalking in newness of lifeishow going
onto perfectionisaccomplished (Hebrews6:1).
God alters our standing with Him legally, gra-
ciously, and with generosity and kindness so we
can fellowship with Him through prayer, Bible
study, fasting, meditation, and obedience. God's
spiritual creation requires our participation. It
cannot be impressed upon us; we must con-
sciously make decisions to take that walk.

But as He who
called you is holy
you also be holy in
all your conduct,
because it is
written, “Be holy
for | am holy”

—| Peter L15-16

He who says,

“I know Him,” and
does not keep His
commandments,
IS liar. and the
truth is not in him,
—1| John 24

Thewalk issometimesquitedifficult, but Paul
provides encouragement and hope in Romans
6:5-6:

For if we have been united together in
the likeness of His death, certainly we
also shall beinthelikenessof Hisresur-
rection, knowing this, that our old man
was crucified with Him, that the body of
sin might be done away with, that we
should no longer be slaves of sin.

As difficult as our march from slavery might
be at times, the glory of the resurrection and
the complete putting off of the flesh lies
before us.

The word “united” in verse 5 draws our
attention because it is elsewhere translated
“grafted” or “engrafted.” In John 15, Christ

describes Himself as a vine, and we are its
branches. In Romans 9, Paul compares con-
verted Israelites to natural branches and Gen-
tilesasunnatural branchesgrafted into the same
vine. Union is achieved with all sharing a part.
All arereceiving of the same source, and all are
striving to produce the same fruit.

But how do we know we are attached to that
Vine?

Now by this we know that we know Him,
if we keep His commandments. He who
says, “1 know Him,” and does not keep
Hiscommandments, isaliar, and thetruth
is not in him. But whoever keeps His
word, truly the love of God is perfectedin
him. By thisweknow that wearein Him.
(I John 2:3-5)
(continued on page 18)
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READY ANSWER

“Be Ready Always To Give An Answer” — | Peter 3:15 (KJV)

“Then we who are alive and remain
shall be caught up together with them in the clouds
to meet the Lorp in the air.
And thus we shall always be with the Lorb.”

Is Heaven the Reward
of the Saved?

| joined five other members of
God'’s church in one of the most solemn activities
that a person can ever experience: bearing the
casket of afriend. In this case, we bore long-time
church member Amanda Surette from a funeral
chapel to ahearse and from the hearseto the grave.
Sweet, little Mrs. Surette, who just a couple of
weeks previously had softly murmured the Cana-
dian national anthem in French to my family and I,
had died.

On the seemingly interminable walk from the
hearse to the grave site, memories of old beliefs
came flooding to my mind—and questions and
answers from God’'s Word:

“Has Mrs. Surette’ s soul gone to heaven?”

“No! It is her human spirit that has returned to
God!”

“But how do we know that our doctrineistrue?’

“Weunderstandfrom God’ sWordthat Mrs. Surette
and otherswill come up in thefirst resurrection.”

Theencouraging wordsof | Thessalonians4:17,
often read at church funerals, speaks of this time,
the first resurrection, and gives us an exciting
description: “Then we who are alive and remain
shall be caught up together with themin the clouds
to meet the Lord in the air. And thus we shall
always be with the Lord.”

However, some churches attempt to prove from
thisverse that heaven isthe reward of the saved—
that Christianswill go to heaven and be there with
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Christ forever. This article will provide a clear
explanation of thisverse—from the Bible.

Origin of False Beliefs

that heavenisthereward
of the saved originate? Does the Old Testament
teach it? Did Jesus and His apostles teach it?

A perusal of various encyclopedia articles on
“heaven” will show that this doctrine originated
with the pagan, polytheistic Greeks and Romans.
Their deified heroes and other favorites of their
multiplegodswere supposedly givenadmissionto
their “heaven,” which they called “ Elysium.”

Various peoples evolved their own versions of
Elysium. The Germans and Scandinavians had
their Vahalla. The American Indians had their
Happy Hunting Grounds. The eastern Buddhists
have Nirvana, which offers the dubious promise
of “the extinction of all desire and personality.”
Interestingly, the Western, professing Christian
heaven is more similar to the original Greek
concept.

Growing up in the Church of England, | never
guestioned the idea that one day we would go to
heaven, although it was never proved from the
Scriptures. What a shock | received when | first
started listening to The World Tomorrow radio
broadcast on Radio Carolinein 1966! | learned for
the first time, after fifteen years of church atten-
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“Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And thus we shall always be with the Lord.”

dance, that Christ will come from
heaven to be with us, rather than the
other way around.

The Kingdom of God

to review what

God’'s Kingdom really is and what
the reward of the saved really is.

Daniel 2:36-43 describes four

maj or kingdoms, empires, or govern-

mental systemsthat have ruled over

thegreater part of thecivilizedworld:

1. The Chaldean-Babylonian Em-
pire (625 to 538 BC)

2. TheMedo-Persian Empire (538
to 330 BC)

3. The Greco-Macedonian Em-
pire (333to 31 BC)

4. The Roman Empire (Estab-
lished 31 BC. The imagery sug-
gests that it will exist in some
form until the end of the age.)

Clearly, these physical empires
existed on earth. Now notice verses
44-45:

And in the days of these kings
the God of heaven will set up a
kingdom which shall never be
destroyed; and the kingdom
shall not beleftto other people;
it shall break in piecesand con-
sumeall thesekingdoms, and it
shall stand forever. Inasmuch
as you saw that the stone was
cut out of the mountai n without
hands, andthat it brokein pieces
the iron, the bronze, the clay,
the silver, and the gold—the
great God has made known to
theking what will cometo pass
after this. Thedreamiscertain,
and itsinterpretation is sure.

These verses say that God's King-
domwill encompassall of thesepre-
vious kingdoms—on earth! Daniel
7:17-18 says much the same.
Daniel 7:27 adds a vital piece of
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information to our understanding of
where God' sKingdomis:

Then the kingdom and domin-
ion, and the greatness of the
kingdoms under the whole
heaven, shall be given to the
people, the saints of the Most
High. His kingdom is an ever-
lasting kingdom, and all domin-
ions shall serve and obey Him.

God' severlasting Kingdom shall not
be in heaven but “under the whole
heaven”!

Why then should we be surprised
that God’ sKingdomwill beon earth?
God tells us through Moses that an-
cient I srael wasatypeof God’ sKing-
dom and, in fact, could have been His
Kingdom had they obeyed Him:

Now therefore, if you will in-
deed obey My voice and keep
My covenant, then you shall be
aspecial treasureto Me above
all people; for al the earth is
Mine. Andyoushall betoMea
kingdom of priests and a holy
nation. (Exodus 19:5-6)

The very churches that misuse |
Thessalonians 4:17 could better un-
derstand itsmeaning by studying the
words of the so-called “Lord’'s
Prayer,” which many repeat every
day: “Y our kingdom come. Y our will
be done on earth asiit isin heaven”
(Matthew 6:10; seeMicah 4:8). Jesus
instructsHispeopletopray for God's
Kingdom to come, not to be taken
away to it!

Obadiah 17, 21 tell usspecifically
where God’ sKingdomwill beset up:

But on Mount Zion there shall
be deliverance, and there shall
be holiness; and the house of
Jacob shall possess their pos-
sessions. . .. Then saviorsshall
come to Mount Zion to judge
the mountains of Esau, and the
kingdom shall bethe Lorp’s.

Likewise, one of our most beloved

passages shows that Jesus Christ will
dwell on earth in Jerusalem, acces-
sibleto physical peopleand nations:

Now it shall cometo passinthe
|atter daysthat the mountain of
the Lorp’s house shall be es-
tablished onthetop of themoun-
tains, and shall beexalted above
thehills; and peoplesshall flow
to it. Many nations shall come
and say, “Come, and let us go
up to the mountain of the Loro,
tothehouse of the God of Jacob;
He will teach us Hisways, and
we shall walk in His paths.”
For out of Zionthelaw shall go
forth, and theword of the Lorp
from Jerusalem. (Micah 4.1-2)

Returning to the New Testament,
Matthew 24:3 shows that the dis-
ciples knew, and therefore were
taught by Jesus Himself, that He
would come back to thisearth, when
they asked Him, “ Tell us, when will
thesethingsbe? Andwhat will bethe
sign of Y our coming, and of the end
of the age?’

InHisreply, Jesuscontinually re-
peats that He will come back to this
earth:

For asthelightning comesfrom
the east and flashesto thewest;
so also will the coming of the
Son of man be. . . . Then the
sign of the Son of Man will
appear in heaven, and then all
thetribesof theearthwill mourn,
and they will see the Son of
Man coming on the clouds of
heaven with power and great
glory. . . . But as the days of
Noah were, so also will the
coming of the Son of Man be.
(verses 27, 30, 37; see also
verses 39, 42, 44, 46, 48, 50)

Some might argue that, because
Jesuswent to bewith God the Father
in heaven after His death and resur-
rection, we must go to heaven to be
with Him. However, in John 14:3,
Jesustells His disciplesthat He will
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READY ANSWER

come again to earth and will here
receive them to Himself to be with
Him: “Andif | goand prepareaplace
for you, | will come again, and re-
ceive you to Myself; that where |
am, there you may be also.” If He
wants us in heaven, why would He
have to come here to get us? The
Parable of the Minas or Pounds (see
Luke19:11-15) also makesthisclear.

After all of Jesus teaching, the
disciples, althoughstill limitedintheir
knowledge and understanding, knew
for sure that Jesus was to restore
HisKingdomto Israel (Acts1:6). In
Acts 1:9-11, their understanding is
greatly enhanced:

Now when He had spoken these
things, while they watched, He
was taken up, and a cloud re-
ceived Him out of their sight.
And while they looked stead-
fastly toward heaven asHewent
up, behold, two men stood by
them in white apparel, who also
said, “Men of Galilee, why do
you stand gazing upinto heaven?
This same Jesus, who was taken
upfromyouinto heaven, will so
comeinlikemanner asyou saw
Him go into heaven.”

He will come down from heaven,
throughtheclouds, and will set down
on the Mount of Olives just outside
Jerusalem (Zechariah 14:4). He will
be clearly visible to human eyes.
Christ revealsto the apostle John
in Revelation 19:11-21 that He will
not return meekly or unnoticed to
this earth. His return will be wit-
nessed by the whole world whose
kings and armies (verse 19) will
gather to battle against Him. No
secret, quiet “rapture,” whisking
Christiansoff to heaven, but themost
terrible battlein man’ s history.

Kingdom of Heaven?

of the
Kingdom of Heaven. However, they
mean just what they say: the King-
dom of heaven, not the Kingdom in
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heaven. Theword “of” denotes pos-
session, not location: It isHeaven's
Kingdom.

In explaining this point, Herbert
Armstrong often comparedthegram-
mar of the “Kingdom of Heaven”
with that of the “Bank of Morgan.”
We could usethe Bank of New Y ork
as amore modern example. If | say,
“I"m going to conduct businessat the
Bank of New York,” you would as-
sume that | will be going to alocal
branch, not to the head officein New
York City! It is the Bank of New
York, notin New Y ork, although its
head officeisin New Y ork.

Similarly, it is the Kingdom of
Heaven, nottheKingdominHeaven,
althoughitsheadquartersisinheaven.
Our place in God's Kingdom is, in
fact, beingreserved by Himinheaven
right now, until JesusChrist bringsit
withHim:

- [We are begotten again] to an
inheritance incorruptible and
undefiled and that doesnot fade
away, reserved in heaven for
you. (I Peter 1:4)

- And, behold, | am coming
quickly, and My reward iswith
Me, to give to every one ac-
cording as his work. (Revela-
tion22:12)

Meeting Him
in the Air

scriptures that
prove Christ is coming to earth to
stay with usthat when one putsthem
all together, it isastounding that any
professing Christian who claims to
usetheBibleashisguidecanbelieve
the pagan idea that he is going to
heaven. All one needsto doisto use
a concordance to look up scriptures
containing thewords*“kingdom” and
“reward.”

Let usreturn to our original diffi-
cult scripture in | Thessalonians 4,
and notice the previous verse: “For
the Lord Himself will descend from
heaven with a shout, with the voice

of an archangel, and with the trum-
pet of God. And the dead in Christ
will risefirst” (verse16). Thisclearly
proves that the timeframe is that of
the second coming of Jesus Christ;
not the death of each Christian.

Noticealsothat Christisdescend-
ing from heaven. We will not meet
Himinheaven but inthe atmosphere
of the earth as He is on His way
down.

Now comes the central question
of this matter. We have just met
Christ in the air! Where do we go
from here? Up to heaven or back
down to earth?| Thessalonians4:17
says that we are to be with the Lord
forever, but wherewill the Lord be?
Again, many scripturesgivetheclear
answer, but Zechariah 14:4 gives a
concise one:

And in that day His feet will
stand on the Mount of Olives,
which faces Jerusalem on the
east. And the Mount of Olives
shall be split in two, from east
to west, making a very large
valley; half of themountainshall
movetoward the north and half
of it toward the south.

Could this be some “heavenly”
Mount of Olives? No, it is the one
“which faces Jerusalem on the
east”! Could it be some “spiritual”
Jerusalem?No, Jesusisgoingtosplit
itinhalf!

He will have arrived on earth.
Who will be with Him? The second
half of verse 5 tells us. “Thus the
Lorp my God will come, and all the
saintswithYou.” All theresurrected
saintsor holy oneswill bewith Him.

Will He stay on earth? Notice
verse9: “AndtheLorp shall beKing
over all the earth. In that day it shall
be—'TheLorbisone,’ and Hisname
one.” Yes, He will stay. The King-
dom of God and the reward of the
saved are on this earth! As Jesus
Himself tells us in Matthew 5:5,
“Blessed arethe meek, for they shall
inherit the earth.”

(continued on page 18)
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our Savior, was born of avirgin? Itiseasy to

pass off the virgin birth (Matthew 1:18-25;
Luke 1:26-38; 2:4-7) as a necessary part in the
physical purity of the One who would be the sacri-
fice for mankind’s sins, as well as a fulfillment of
Old Testament prophecy. A moment’s consider-
ation, though, raises a few downsides to such an
unusual situation—ones God, however, considered
not important enough to concern Him.

The most obvious negative is the certain stigma
and thus likely rejection of Jesus as illegitimate.
Cultures throughout history have shunned and de-
meaned children born out of wedl ock, branding them
asborn in sin and hindering their ability to succeed
inlife. If they are not given up for adoption, illegiti-
mate children often face low-class-citizen status
even within their own families, particularly from
step-fathers and step-siblings. It is a singularly
rotten way to start out in life. Jesus had to face an
accusation of illegitimacy at least once during His
ministry (see John 8:41), and at the top of His
accusers’ list of reasons must have been
Deuteronomy 23:2, “One of illegitimate birth shall
not enter the assembly of the Lorp.”

Another problemwiththevirginbirthisitslack of
believability to carnal-minded people. One can al-
most hear the snickering and see the winking of the
typical earthy recipient of thiskind of news: “Y eah,
I’'m sure it was ‘the power of the Highest’ over-
shadowing her. Heh, heh, heh!” A cynic would
expect ayoung, betrothed woman, caught in such
acompromising situation, to make up afantastic
story to get herself off the hook. Yet Mary and
her betrothed husband Joseph, certainly not flighty,
immature children, were so convicted of their
experiences with the angelic messengers that
they stood by it—and the subsequent life, death,
and resurrection of Jesus Christ corroborates their
explanationentirely.

Still another complicationistheplethoraof super-
natural birthsof messiah-figuresin paganliterature.
Egypt, Babylon, Assyria, Greece, Rome, Carthage,

| | as it ever seemed strange that Jesus Christ,

“Behold, A Virgin
Shall Conceive. ..’

and many other ancient nations possessed stories of
“sons of gods” mysteriously born into the world to
save and rule their peoples. Although these stories
donot describetruevirgin births—they are predomi-
nantly products of intercourse between agod and a
human maiden—they are close enough to warrant
many raised eyebrows. The accounts in Matthew
and Luke, however, areuniquely groundedinreality,
sobriety, and majesty, setting them apart from the
usually crass and sexual accounts of the heathen
demi-gods’ conceptionsand births.

A final disadvantage to the virgin birthisitslack
of verifiability. In essence, we have to take God's,
Mary’s, and Joseph’s words for it, and skeptical
peoplethusfeel justifiedinwriting it off ashearsay,
fantasy, or contrivance. Because the first-century
church made little mention of it, even many theolo-
gians dismiss the virgin birth as a later Christian
interpolation to validate Jesus' Messiahship and to
spiceup Hisorigins. In other words, itisanicestory
but made up out of wholecloth. Y et, thisconclusion
neither takesaccount of thevalidity of prophecy nor
of the many other signs of Jesus’ authenticity asthe
Christ. It simply discounts the miracul ous nature of
Jesusaltogether, whiletheinternal evidenceof Scrip-
ture conversely emphasizesit.

The Gospel Accounts

Matthew’ saccountisplain and straightforward, as
if hewerelaying out the factsin acourt case, and
in a way, he is building a case for the reader—
particularly the Jewish reader—to accept Jesus as
the Messiah. He takes great pains to present the
factsthat will show that Jesusfulfilled the prophecy
in Isaiah 7:14 to the letter. What is more, thisis an
event inwhich JesusHimself ispassive, having no
active partinthefulfillment of the prophecy. This,
of course, increases the improbability of its
achievement by human manipulation.

Matthew mentionsMary’ svirginity several times.
InMatthew 1:18, hewrites, “ After Hismother Mary
was betrothed to Joseph, before they came to-
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gether, shewasfound with child of theHoly Spirit.”
Inverse 20, the angel verifiesthisfact by repeating
that her conception occurred viasupernatural means:
“for that which is conceived in her is of the Holy
Spirit.” Verse 23 quotes Isaiah 7:14, “Behold, a
virgin shall be with child, and bear a Son, and they
shall call Hisname lmmanuel.” Finally, inverse 25,
Matthew reports that Joseph “did not know her [a
euphemismfor sexual intercourse] till shehad brought
forth her firstborn Son.” In just eight verses, the
apostle makes four either explicit or implicit refer-
ences to Mary’s virginity, not only at the time of
conception, but also throughout her pregnancy and
for some time beyond.

In Matthew, this passage does not stand alone; it
isonly one of several scenes, along with His gene-
alogy, inthefirst two chaptersthat together provide
overwhel ming proof that Jesusfulfilled many of the
messianic prophecies of the Old Testament before
He was old enough to have a hand in orchestrating
their fulfillments. Thevirgin birth, however, comes
first as the most astounding of them all.

For his part, Luke treats his material with preci-
sion, dignity, and grandeur. He immediately gives
concrete details of time and place, setting the mi-
raculous in the real world (Luke 1:16-27). The
speech of both the angel and Mary is measured and
dignified, though heis careful to include the young
woman’ s“troubled” reactiontotheangel’ sgreeting,
her consternation that she could become pregnant
while still a virgin, and her humble, Hannah-like
acceptance of God's charge (verses 29, 34, 38).
Luke does not overpaint the picture with gaudy
details, reporting the simple yet astonishing an-
nouncement with respectful restraint, which addsto
itssolidreality.

Though the virgin birth is central to Luke’s pas-
sage, its emphasis is not on the uniqueness of this
situation but onthedivinity, nobility, and capability of
theOneitwill produce. ThisisGod sway of putting
matters in their proper perspective. The virgin
birth is merely a miraculous means to an end—the
advent of the Son of God in human form to
perform the works that will bring salvation to
humanity and eventually the Kingdom of Godtothis
earth. Such a marvelous Person requires an as-
tounding entrance to mark Him for His far-greater
future accomplishments. The emphasis, then, is not
on Mary and her condition but upon her divine Son
and His purpose.

Finally, it should be noted that the angel admits
that the virgin birth, along with Elizabeth’s preg-
nancy in old age, are things men consider “impos-
sible.” His answer isto make us realize that in this
matter we are not dealing with the things of men:
“For with God nothingwill beimpossible” (verse37).
Itisthisassurance of God’ sability toturnreality on
its head—from a human perspective—that elicits
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Mary’s declaration of faithful submission to God's
will: “Behold the maidservant of the Lord! Let it be
to me according to your word” (verse 38).

The Prophecy

Some commentators feel that the prophecy of the
virgin birth appears within a longer prophecy that
runs from Isaiah 7 through Isaiah 12. A theme that
holdsthisseemingly disjointed prophecy togetheris
a string of messianic prophecies, of which the
virginbirthismerely thefirst (seelsaiah 7:14; 8:16;
9:2,6-7; 11:1-5, 10). Thisisimportant in debunking
a popular argument that the virgin-birth prophecy
was only for the particular situation in Ahaz’ s day.
The other nearby messianic propheciesweaken this
contention considerably.

Like many Old Testament prophecies, the sign of
thevirgin birth has both atypical and an antitypical—
or anear and alater—fulfillment. Ahaz (c. 731-7158c)
was afraid that the recent alliance between Israel
and Syria would tip the balance of power and spell
Judah’s doom. God, however, assures Ahaz through
Isaiah that no such thing would happen—in fact,
within 65 years, Israel itself would be completely
gone from the land (Isaiah 7:8)! The virgin birth,
thought by some to be by a maiden within Ahaz’s
house, was a sign from God that He would surely
bring this to pass. Further, before the child could dis-
tinguishgoodfromevil, both kingsof Israel and Syria
would be dead (verse 16; see |l Kings 15:30; 16:9)!

Unfortunately, neither Isaiah nor the authors of
the books of Kings and Chronicles document the
fulfillment of this prophecy in Ahaz’' stime. We are
left to assumethat itindeed happened, or it would be
a worthless sign to Ahaz. The virgin and her son
Immanuel remain unknownin history.

The only other significant debate regarding this
prophecy is the Hebrew word ‘alma, translated
“virgin.” The Theological Wordbook of the Old
Testament comments:

Since betdla isused many timesinthe OT asa
specificwordfor “virgin,” it seemsreasonable
to consider that the feminine form of thisword
[‘almd] isnot atechnical word for avirgin but
represents a young woman, one of whose
characteristicsisvirginity. Thisisborneout by
thefact that the LXX translatesit as parthenos
intwo of itsseven occurrences, and that itsuse
in Isa7:14 was quoted to Joseph by the angel
asaprediction of thevirgin birth. . .. Thereis
no instance where it can be proved that ‘alma
designates ayoung womanwhoisnot avirgin.

The Greek term for “virgin,” parthenos, which
Matthew uses in Matthew 1:23, has exactly the
(continued on page 18)
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Worthy of Worship?

major area of doctrine that

sets Roman Catholicism

apart from the rest of this
world’'s Christianity is its view of
Mary, the mother of Jesus. Many
weighty school s of thought and doc-
trine center on the person and func-
tion of Mary, and if one examines
Roman Catholicism to any degree,
the importance Catholics place on
the mother of our Savior becomes
readily apparent.

These beliefs are not just intel-
lectual. They have led to applica-
tions and manifestations that
literally fill volumes. For example,
when a Catholic prays the rosary,
the “Hail Mary” is said nine times
as often as the Lord's Prayer.
Every Catholic church boasts a
statue of Mary, if not an outright
shrine, and the graven images of
Mary often have more prominence
than those of Christ.

This emphasis on Mary caused
Mark Twain to observe in The Inno-
cents Abroad, Volume II:

In all seriousness—without
meaningto befrivolous—with-
out meaning to be irreverent,
and more than all, without
meaning to be blasphemous,—
| state as my simple deduction

14

from thethings| have seen and
the things | have heard, that
the Holy Personages rank thus
inRome:

First—"“TheMother of God”—
otherwise the Virgin Mary.

Second—The Deity.
Third—Peter.

Fourth—Some twelve or fif-
teen canonized Popes and mar-
tyrs.

Fifth—Jesus Christ the Sav-
iour—(but always as an infant
in arms).

I may be wrong in this—my
judgment errs often, just asis
the case with other men’'s—
butitismy judgment, beit good
or bad.

Just here | will mention some-
thing that seems curiousto me.
There are no “Christ’s
Churches” in Rome, and no
“Churches of the Holy Ghost,”
that | can discover. There are
some four hundred churches,
but about afourth of them seem

to be named for the Madonna
and St. Peter. There are so
many named for Mary that they
have to be distinguished by all
sorts of affixes, if | understand
the matter rightly.

Sources of Doctrine

his past summer, as Pope John

Paul Il focused his efforts on

reviving Catholicism in Europe,
he made numerous statements en-
trusting thefutureof EuropetoMary.
According to the ZENIT News
Agency, he* placed EuropeinMary’s
hands,” so that it will “become a
symphony of nations committed to
building together the civilization of
love and peace.” In the church of
God, we put things in God’ s hands.
Catholics put things into Mary’s
hands.

In October 2002, an item of con-
troversy that reappeared in the
Vatican—as it does on a regular
basis—wasthe part that Mary plays
in salvation and redemption. Large
numbersof Catholic scholars, theo-
logians, and clergy—including
Pope John Paul Il—are pushing
for Mary to be officially recognized
as “Co-Redemptrix,” meaning she
is a vital part of a Catholic’s re-
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demption, although supporters are
guick to point out that they never
put her on exactly the samelevel as
Jesus Christ.

In God’s church, our sole source
of doctrinal teachingistheBible, the
inspired Word of God. For Catholics,
though, the Bible is only one of the
sources of dogma and doctrine—
and, of course, they even have their
own Bible, which allows them even
more liberality when they look for
scriptural backing. Another source
and foundation of Catholic doctrine
ischurchtradition. Thismeansthat if
a certain person who meets their
gualificationsmakesastatement, that
statement can then be used as a
doctrinal reference, just aswewould
use a scriptural reference. Every so
often, onewill hear about the Catho-
lic Church canonizing or beatifying
someone. In practical terms, this
means the new saint is suddenly an
authority, and church scholars can
now usehisor her writingsto*“ prove”
their doctrines.

The third source of doctrinal ma-
terial for Catholics comes from “di-
vine revelation.” This can include
statements by a Pope when he is
speaking ex-cathedra—at which
time his words are considered to be
infallible—andit canalso comefrom
avisionor dream. Very often, church
tradition and the associated “divine
revelation” outweigh any scriptural
basis. ThedoctrinesconcerningMary
are prime examples of this.

For instance, Catholicsbelievein
the “Immaculate Conception” of
Mary. This major doctrine states
that Mary was conceived and born
normally, but at theinstant when her
soul was fused to her flesh, she was
protected and exempted from the
stainof “original sin.” Thereasoning
isthat, for Jesus to be untouched by
original sin, hismother, the onewho
conceived and bore Him, had to be
“immaculate” as well.

In the Catholic Encyclopedia ar-
ticle on “Immaculate Conception,”
thewriter admitsthiscannot befound
intheBible. Under theheading“ Proof
from Scripture,” thearticlesays, “No
direct or categorical and strin-
gent proof of the dogma can be
brought forward from Scripture. But
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the first scriptural passage which
contains the promise of the redemp-
tion, mentions also the Mother of
the Redeemer” (emphasisours). The
rest of the article then explores the
“Proof from Tradition” and the
“Proof from Reason.” In essence, it
says that this doctrine lacks scrip-
tural backing, but it has plenty from
churchtradition and human wisdom.
Since Catholics cannot find, or will
not acknowledge, any scripturesthat
disproveit, then it is settled as offi-
cial doctrine.

The Catholic Encyclopedia’s ar-
ticleon “The Blessed Virgin Mary”
also never explicitly gives areason
why Mary should be venerated as
sheis. Thebestit candoisto say that
there is evidence that the early
Catholic Church (AD 150-400) ven-
erated her. Thisgrudging admission
becomes important later.

Worthy of Worship?

he sole scriptural reference that

even remotely suggests that

Mary might be worthy of wor-
ship can befound in Luke 1:26-30:

Now in the sixth month the
angel Gabriel was sent by God
to a city of Galilee named
Nazareth, to avirgin betrothed
to a man whose name was Jo-
seph, of the house of David.
The virgin's name was Mary.
And having comein, the angel
saidto her, “Rejoice, highly fa-
vored one, the Lord is with
you; blessed are you among
women!” But when she saw
him, she was troubled at his
saying, and considered what
manner of greeting this was.
Then the angel said to her, “Do
not be afraid, Mary, for you
have found favor with God.”

Whiletheangel givesMary anum-
ber of high compliments, nothingin-
dicatesthat sheisworthy of worship,
let alone being an intercessor be-
tween Jesus Christ and His follow-
ers, aCo-Redemptrix, sinlessfor her
entire life, or given any other honor
aside from being God’ s chosen ves-
sel for the purpose of the Son of God

being made flesh and blood. Thisis
not to denigratethat roleintheleast,
because truly it isagreat honor, but
God has throughout the ages chosen
various peopleto fill different roles
according to Hiswill and purpose—
and none of them are shown to be
worthy of worship.

Inverse 28, Gabriel tellsMary in
his salutation that sheis “highly fa-
vored,” andinverse 30, that she* has
found favor with God.” The Greek
word translated highly favored
means “to grace,” “to endue with
special honor,” or “to be accepted.”
The only other place it is used is
Ephesians 1:6, where Paul says to
the church at Ephesus and to the
body of Christ generally, “. . . tothe
praise of the glory of His grace, by
which He made us accepted in the
Beloved.” From this example, we
can see that being “highly favored”
isnot synonymous with being wor-
thy of worship. Everyone in the
body of Christ is highly favored
because God has accepted us
throughthejustification brought about
by Christ’s sacrifice.

In verse 30, Gabriel tells Mary
that she has found favor with God.
“Favor” is the Greek word charis,
which means “ graciousness of man-
ner or action.” It indicates favor on
the part of the giver and thankful-
ness on the part of the receiver. It is
most often translated “grace” in the
New Testament. Gabriel tells Mary
that she is the recipient of charis,
of grace and favor by God—the
emphasisis on what God is doing.
Thetype of gracebestowed onMary
isimplied to be sweetness, charm,
loveliness, joy, and delight. Again,
we see nothing in this verse to give
any indication that Mary should be
worshipped. She simply received
God' sfavor by being chosentofulfill
thisrole.

Blessed
Among Women

ary’s cousin Elizabeth is

inspired to recognize that

Mary’s baby is not just
an ordinary baby, and she calls
both Mary and her unborn Son
“blessed”:
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And it happened, when Eliza-
beth heard the greeting of
Mary, that the babe leaped in
her womb; and Elizabeth was
filled with the Holy Spirit.
Then she spoke out with aloud
voice and said, “Blessed are
you among women, and blessed
is the fruit of your womb!”
(Lukel:41-42)

Blessed literally means “to
speak well of.” It signifies cel-
ebrating with praises and invoking
blessings upon a person. The New
Testament uses it frequently,
sometimesinrelationto Christ, but
often in relation to inanimate ob-
jects such as fish and loaves of
bread. The Amplified Bible trans-
latesit as“favored of God.” Again,
nothing in the wording indicates
that Mary is worthy of worship.

Mary is not the only woman to be
given the title of “blessed” in the
Bible. In the Song of Deborah,
Jael—the woman who invited the
fleeing Siserainto her tent, encour-
aged him to sleep, and then drove a
tent peg through his skull—is ac-
corded this same honor: “Most
blessed among women is Jael, the
wife of Heber the Kenite; blessed
is she among women in tents”
(Judges 5:24). Here, she is lauded
as" blessed”—even“most blessed” —
but there is no record of a shrine
dedicated to her or of anybody
worshipping her. Sheissimply rec-
ognized with avery honorable men-
tionfor thepart sheplayedincarrying
out God’ splan.

During Christ’ sministry, awoman
tries to draw special attention to
Jesus' mother, and Christ putsthings
in the proper perspective for us:

And it happened, as He spoke
these things, that a certain
woman from the crowd raised
her voice and said to Him,
“Blessed is the womb that bore
You, and the breasts which
nursed You!” But He said,
“More than that, blessed are
those who hear the word of God
and keepit!” (Luke 11:27-28)

Jesus agreesthat, even though his
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mother was “happy and to be en-
vied,” asthe Amplified Bible putsit,
even more blessed is anyone who
hears God’s Word and obeys it. He
acknowledges that, yes, His mother
was a fine lady—nbut anyone focus-
ing on the personage of Mary was
really missing the point. Christ was
interested intheattitude and conduct
of people, not their veneration of any
human being!

We see a similar phenomenon
within mainstream Christianity.
Protestants tend to twist the gos-
pel into simply a message about
the person of Jesus Christ, and
they liketo gloss over the message
that He actually spoke: “Repent
[hear and obey], so you can be in
alignment with the soon-coming
Kingdom of God!” (Matthew 3:2;
4:17; Mark 1:15). They are so in
love with the personality that they
cannot hear what He says.

In addition to receiving a unique
calling and favor by God, Mary
was blessed in other ways. Evi-
dence from the few Scriptural ref-
erences to her shows that she was
poor in spirit, meek, merciful, and
pure in heart, and so, according to
the Beatitudes of Matthew 5, she
was blessed. She was undoubtedly
persecuted for righteousness sake
because she gave birth to what the
world believed to be an illegitimate
child. More than three decades af-
terward, therewasstill remembrance
of Mary being pregnant without be-
ing married, when the Pharisees
snidely remarked that they were
not born of fornication—implying
that Christ was (John 8:41). If the
people did not believe that Christ
was the Son of God—even after
seeing Him live a perfect life and
perform many miracles—it is un-
likely they would have had any rea-
sonto believethat Mary wasavirgin
when she bore Him. She was perse-
cuted and stigmatized because she
accepted a responsibility that was
anathema to those around her. She
knew the truth, Joseph knew the
truth, and of course, God knew the
truth, and that was enough for Mary.
It appears she endured the circum-
stance without complaining, and so
was blessed.

Pagan Origins
hereferencesto Mary in Luke 1
are the core scriptures that
Catholic scholars use to try to

prove that Mary is worthy of our
worship. Itisevident that the verses
say little more than that Mary was
given grace and favor by God, as
we all have. They simply cannot be
used asastarting point for establish-
ing a doctrine of worship.

Asidefromthelittlethat the Bible
says about Mary, there are other
significant biblical principlesthat di-
rectly contradict adoctrineof Mary-
worship. We could also examine a
whole host of scriptures relating to
human death and resurrectionto show
that Mary isin the same condition as
therest of thedead in Christ—await-
ing the resurrection, without con-
sciousness, and not in heaven (Psalm
146:3-4; Ecclesiastes9:5; Job 14:12;
John3:13; Acts2:29-34; | Corinthians
15:12-55). We could look at a vast
array of scriptures that show that
Mary-worshipisindeedidolatry, be-
cause only God the Father and Jesus
Christ are worthy of our worship
(Exodus 34:14; Matthew 4:10). We
coulddelveintothesingular rolethat
Jesus Christ playsasMediator of the
New Covenant—arolein which He
does not need any help (Hebrews
8:6; 9:15; 12:24). Thesearenot diffi-
cult concepts. Nevertheless, thereis
avital lesson to be learned from this
obviously erroneousdoctrine.

Thevenerationof Mary, likemany
pagan practices, hasitsoriginin the
heathen religious system created by
Nimrod and Semiramis, and more
specifically, from theworship of the
“Mother and Child.” Through the
millennia, thesymbol of the* Mother
and Child” has been endlessly re-
peated; one can find evidence of
Mother-and-Child worship in al of
the nationsin ancient times. Though
her characteristics varied from cul-
tureto culture, the common element
is that the Mother was the Queen of
Heaven, and she bore fruit even
though avirgin.

In China, Semiramis became
known as the “Holy Mother.” The
Germans named her “Hertha.” The
Scandinavians called her “Disa.”
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Among the Druids, the “Vigo-
Paritura” was worshipped as the
“Mother of God.” To the Greeks,
she was “Aphrodite.” To the Ro-
mans she was known as “Venus,”
and her son was “Jupiter.” The
Canaanites, and sometimes even the
Israelites, worshipped “Ashtoreth”
(Judges 2:13; 10:6; | Samuel 7:3-4;
12:10; | Kings 11:5, 33; Il Kings
23:13), who was also known as “the
gueen of heaven” (Jeremiah 7:18).
In Ephesus, the Great Mother was
known as “Diana.” T.W. Doane in
his book Bible Myths sumsit up this
way: “Thus we see that the Virgin
and child were worshipped in pagan
times from Chinato Britain . . . and
even in Mexico the ‘Mother and
child’ were worshipped.”

Thisfalseworship, having spread
from Babylonto thevariousnations,
finally became established at Rome
and throughout the Roman Empire.
James George Frazer in his The
Golden Bough observes:

The worship of the Great
Mother . . . was very popular
under the Roman Empire. In-
scriptions prove that the
[Mother andthe Child] received
divine honors . . . not only in
Italy and especially at Rome,
but also in the provinces, par-
ticularly in Africa, Spain, Por-
tugal, France, Germany, and
Bulgaria. (vol. 1, p. 356)

One of the repeated patterns of
the Roman church is syncretism,
bringing pagan beliefs and practices
intothechurchtokeep certain groups
happy. Thisis the same mechanism
by which Christmas, Easter, Sun-
day-worship, and the pagan trinity-
god were brought into the Roman
church—and which most of main-
stream Christianity has accepted
without question. Thechurchallowed
the paganswithinit to continuetheir
practices—in this case, the worship
of the Great Mother—only in a
slightly different form and with a
new name. Many pagans had been
drawn to Christianity, but so strong
in their mind was the adoration for
the Mother-goddess, that they did
not want to forsake her. Compro-
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mising church leaders saw that, if
they could find some similarity in
Christianity withthe M other-goddess
worship of the pagans, they could
increase their numbers by bringing
many pagans into their fold. Of
course, Mary fitthebill perfectly. So
the pagans were allowed to continue
their prayers and devotion to the
M other-goddess, but her name was
changed to Mary. In this way, the
pagan worship of the Mother was
giventheappearanceof Christianity,
and the course was set.

Wesaw earlier that Scripture can-
not be used as a starting place for
attempting to prove that Mary is
worthy of worship. The true begin-
ning for this practice lies with
Semiramis and the Babylonian sys-
tem begun by Nimrod. When the
Catholic Encyclopedia presents as
proof the historical fact that early
Catholicsvenerated and worshipped
Mary, it conveniently leaves out the
fact that this adoration started in
paganism and was shifted to the per-
sonage of the mother of Christ. Once
the Roman Church adopted thisprac-
tice, support hadtobefoundfor it, so
it “interpreted” Scripture in a way
that wouldlend credencetothisprac-
tice. However, in these explanations
it is apparent that Catholics start
withaconclusionand then attemptto
find support for it. These Catholic
Encyclopedia entries are excellent
examples of this.

Even though theworship of Mary
will likely never be introduced as
doctrine in the church of God, there
is still an important object lesson
here: Each of us has his own prefer-
ences, perspective, inclinations, and
weaknesses. These things accom-
pany us when we study the Bible.
There are things we would like the
Bible to say, based on our experi-
ences, perspective, and particular cir-
cumstance. Just as the Catholics
created anumber of major doctrines
out of nothing but pagantradition, so
there is also the potential for us to
start with a conclusion or a thought
of what makes the most sense to us,
and then interpret or even twist the
Scripturesto fit our worldview.

The pagans brought their inclina-
tionsand preferences of the M other-

goddess into the Roman Catholic
Church, andthechurch officialsthen
sanctified the paganism. This can
happento us, too, if we do not seek
the “whole counsel of God” first,
and then draw our conclusionslater.
This can happen to us if we are not
careful to “prove all things, and
hold fast to that which is good” (I
Thessalonians5:21).

It is a great irony that it was
Augustine, the renowned Catholic
theologian, whosaid, “1f you believe
what you like in the Gospel and re-
ject what you do not like, itisnot the
Gospel you believe, but yourself”
(emphasis ours).

Nearing the end of hislife, Peter
warns of twisting Scripture and of
following those who do:

Therefore, beloved, lookingfor-
wardtothesethings, bediligent
to be found by Him in peace,
without spot and blamel ess; and
consider that the longsuffering
of our Lord is salvation—as
also our beloved brother Paul,
according to the wisdom given
to him, has written to you, as
alsoinall hisepistles, speaking
inthem of thesethings, inwhich
are some things hard to under-
stand, which untaught and un-
stable people twist to their
own destruction, as they do
also the rest of the Scriptures.
You therefore, beloved, since
you know this beforehand, be-
ware lest you also fall from
your own steadfastness, being
led away with the error of the
wicked. (Il Peter 3:14-17)

The false doctrine of Mother-
goddess worship is propped up by
scripturesthat have been twisted—
and those who have done this have
done so to their own destruction,
because they have led millions
upon millionsof peopleintoidolatry.
Peter’ swarning appliesto us, too.
It is prudent, then, when we are
studying, to at all times recognize
our limitations, our biases, and our
inclinations, so we can see biblical
truth without interference from a
faulty lens.

—David C. Grabbe
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“Behold, A Virgin Shall Conceive...”

PROPHECY WATCH

(continued from page 13)
same meaning and nuances. Spiros Zodhiates
writes in The Complete Word Study New Testa-
ment, “ Generally it refersto amaiden or damsel of
marriageable age,” yet “particularly in the sense
of onewho hasnot knownaman.” Theplain sense
of both usages is that a literal virgin is meant.
Otherwise, the sign becomes “no big deal”—
thousands of young women have sons every day!
But how often does a virgin bear a son?

Unlikethe Catholic Church, the church of God,
though believing inthevirgin birth, doesnot makeit
amagjor doctrine. It isimportant as aproof of Jesus'
M essiahship, and it addsdetail tothetranscenden-
tal nature of the Son of God. In the end, however,
like Luke, we must place our focus on Him and the
wonderful works He performed as a human being
like us, aswell as all the many things He does for
us still as our High Priest before the Father.

Y es, avirgindid conceive and bear a Son—and
what a Son!

—Richard T. Ritenbaugh

READY ANSWER

(continued from page 11)

Jesus will come again to earth, this time with His
saintsandwith Hisarmy of angelstoo. Hewill takeHis
rightful place on His glorious, earthly throne and
share power with His saints over the physical
nations of the earth (Revelation 2:26-27). God tells
usin Revelation 5:10: “And have made us[the saints;
verse 9] kings and priests to our God; and we shall
reign on the earth.”

Can the truth be any clearer?

Mrs. Surette and many others of our beloved
brethren will take a well-deserved rest for alittle
whilelonger. The sadness of their deaths will soon
be turned to incomparablejoy when they are resur-
rected as Jesus Christ returns as King of kings to
theearth. Wewill jointhemin ajoyousmeetingwith
the Eternal God that is beyond human imagination.
Then we will accompany Him in His glorious de-
scent, flanked by a vast army of angels, to take up
our new, exciting responsibilities in ruling with
Him—on earth!

—John Plunkett

PERSONAL >»

The Offerings of Leviticus: Conclusion (Part One)

(continued from page 8)

There must be something that proves we are
united with the Father and the Son, engrafted as
part of Them and in union with Them. That
something is the manner in which we conduct
our life.

Language identifies people and so does the
clothingthey wear. A person’ shameisprobably
the most common of all identifiers. But the sons
of God, those in union with the Father and the
Son, areidentified by commandment-keeping. It
verifies that we are united with Christ. Com-
mandment-keeping is love. Biblical loveis an
action, not merely a feeling. It may contain a
positivefeeling, evenoutright affection and pas-
sionfor the one or oneswho arethe recipients of
the act of love, but its foundation liesin the act
rather than the emotion.

Acts of love without emotion can be entirely
sterile. This extremeisnot biblical love. At the
other extreme are those who emotionally say
they love Christ. What they say is probably
true—asfar astheir understanding of love goes.
Their declaration of love for Him may be moti-
vated by feeling awe and gratitude springing
from a recognition that He is indeed Creator,
Savior, and High Priest, and that this awesome
Being actually humbly sacrificed His life for
them personally. Often, such people will then
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proceed to break His commandments, proving
they do not know what loveis.

In that kind of relationship, feelings eventu-
ally run dry, and the relationship and therefore
the union ends. The love of the Bible is always
firstmoral. Thismorality verifiesweareyielding
to Him. John commandsusin | John 2:6 to walk
as Jesuswalked, and Jesuswalked morally. The
only way we can be conformed to the image of
Jesus Christ is to walk as He walked.

Thisisthereason for our standing with God.
We stand before Him as Jesus Christ for the
very purposeof livinglifeasHedid asclosely as
possible. We cannot say we do this perfectly
because our actions and reactions, our tempers
and feelings, our sins of omission and commis-
sion betray us, revealing our continual need for
the application of Christ’s blood to restore our
standing to the pristine standard of our Savior,
evenif for only ashorttime. Our gratitudeto God
for His thoughtful foresight and merciful pa-
tience isthus renewed in the acknowledgement
of our sin.

[To BE CONTINUED]
InChristianlove,

s

He who says he
abides in Him
ought himself
also to walk just
as He walked.
—I John 2.6
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http://www.worldwatchdaily.org

by David C. Grabbe

European Economics

» Anew report by Pricewaterhouse-

Coopers (PwC), the world’s largest
financial services firm, projects that
the Eurozone economy could grow
fasterthanthe U.S. by 2010. PwC'’s
European Economic Outlook con-
cludes that although growth in the
Eurozone s likely to remain sluggish
in the next two years, there is “the
potential to achieve faster GDP per
capitagrowththanthe U.S. overthe
rest of this decade.” But there are
two catches: First, “this can only
happen if the Euroland countries
make effective reforms in areas
such as pensions and labor mar-
kets.” Second, for the Eurozone to
outpacethe U.S.,the U.S. also has
to experience economic instability
itself. In essence, PwC is predicting
what it would take for the balance of

economic power to tip in Europe’s
favor: arestructuring of the EU, and
a steady decline, turmoil, or other
instability to weaken the U.S.

Thisyear, Germany, long considered
the economic leader of the EU, has
had a polarized selection of eco-
nomic news. In August, it became
the world’s leading export country,
surpassing the U.S. with exports
7% higher than America’s, accord-
ing to the FinancialTimes
Deutschland. With $62 billion in ex-
ports, Germany’s share of world
exports is now higher than 10% for
the first time in several years. The
German economy has benefited from
growth in Eastern and Central Eu-
rope, boosting demand for German
goods, especially food and machin-

ery. Germany now exports more to
Eastern Europe than it does to the
U.S. In October, however, the Ger-
man government admitted that the
country is experiencing zero growth
and that deficit spending for 2003
would exceed +40 billion ($51.3 bil-
lion), a far higher figure than the
original «18.9 billion government
forecast. Even with its impressive
exportfigures, Germany is still con-
suming much of whatitbringsin and
spending a significant portion of it to
support a jobless population ap-
proaching 4.5 million. Even though
the PwC forecast, overall, con-
cluded that the U.S. would have to
weaken for the EU economy torise,
Germany’s economic recovery s, in
the short term, dependent upon a
strong U.S. economy.

Religion In America

According to Forbes, many churches are not very
different from corporations anymore. In many in-
stances, pastors act as chief executives and use
business tactics to enlarge their congregations. This
entrepreneurial approach has contributed to the
explosive growth of U.S. megachurches—defined
as local, non-Catholic churches with at least 2,000
members. For instance, World Changers Ministries
of College Park, Georgia, operates a music studio, a
publishing house, and a computer graphic design
suite, while owning its own record label. It boasts a
total weekend attendance of over 23,000. Lake-
wood Church, which recently leased the Compagq
Center, former home ofthe NBA's Houston Rockets,
has afour-record deal and spends $12 million annu-
ally on television airtime. It tops the list with over
25,000 members atits Houston campus.

In 1970, there were just ten such churches,
according to John Vaughn, founder of Church Growth
Today, which tracks megachurches. In 1990, 250 fit
that description. Today, there are 740, with a total
membership of about 4 million and an average atten-
dance of 3,646 each, according to Vaughn. The
average netincome of megachurches is estimated
at $4.8 million. Among these churches, there is
obviously a tremendous emphasis on material
growth, and church leaders take this to mean that
God is pleased with them. “In our society growth
equals success,” says Scott Thumma, faculty asso-
ciate atthe Hartford Institute for Religion Research.
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“And religious growth not only equals success but
also God’s blessing on the ministry.”

A new study from the Barna Research Group of
Ventura, California, shows that even with the on-
slaught of secular humanism, postmodernism, and
multiculturalism, most people have retained main-
stream Christian views about life after death. For
example, 81% of Americans believe in an afterlife
of some sort, and almost the same number (79%)
believes in the immortality of the soul. In all, 76%
believe that Heaven exists, while nearly the same
proportion said there is a Hell (71%)—although it
is significantthat more people believe in Heaven
thanin Hell. Of those who believe in Heaven, 46%
say it is “a state of eternal existence in God’s
presence”; 30% say itis “an actual place of rest
and reward where souls go after death”; and the
remainder believe that Heaven is just “symbolic”
(14%), that there is no such thing as life after
death (5%), or that they are not sure (5%).
Peoples’ view of their post-life destinationis very
revealing of the effect of mainstream Christianity:
Justone-half of 1% expectto go to Hell upon their
death, while nearly two-thirds of Americans (64%)
believe they will go to Heaven. One in 20 adults
(5%) claim they will come back as another life
form, while the same proportion (5%) contend
they will simply cease to exist. The remainder
admitted that they have "no idea” what will happen
after they die.

Watch therefore, for you know neither the day northe hourwhen the Sonof Man is coming. (Matthew 25:13)



BIBLE STUDY:
THE PARABLE OF THE
FAITHEUL AND EVvIL SERVANTS

Since Christ’s return comes at an unexpected hour, Jesus
teachesHisdisciplestobeready at all times. InLuke 12:35-48,
He tells two parables (verses 35-40 and 42-48) joined by a
guestionfrom Peter astowhom Jesuswasreferring (verse41).
The second parable expands and explains the first. These
illustrationsareparalleled in Matthew 24:43-51.

The narrower sense of these parables is that of pre-
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1. What issoimportant about watching?L uke 12: 35-38; 21:36;
Matthew 24:45-46; | Peter 1:13.

ComMENT: “Watching” points directly to the necessity of
being ready for Jesus Christ, the Son of Man. It also includes
patiently waiting, asis seen in Matthew 25:1-13, where the
virginsmust wait for the bridegroom. If the master’sreturnis
late at night or very early in the morning, the alertness of the
servants is even more commendable. Jesus teaches that His
disciples should always be ready because He would come at
atime when they would not be expecting Him. The parable
pictures several servants waiting for their master to return
from awedding banquet. They must remain constantly vigi-
|ant so that the master coul d enter thehouseimmediately upon
arriving at home. If they proveworthy by being watchful and
ready, their master will carefor them.

2. What mistakes doesthe unwise servant make? L uke 12:39-
40; Matthew 24:42-44.

ComMENT: Jesus' comments about the thief point out that His
disciples must be ready because the Son of Man will come
unexpectedly (Matthew 25:13; Mark 13:33; Revelation 3:3).
The story as a whole, not the individual characters in it,
provide the comparison. The unwise servant makes two mis-
takes. First, hesays, “1’ll dowhatever | want while my master
is away,” forgetting that the day of judgment must come.
Human beings have a habit of having two different attitudes
toward God. Sometimes, weremember that Godispresent, and
at others, we may not think of Him at all. Second, he says, “|
have plenty of time to put things right before the master
comes.” Nothing may bemoreharmful thanto assumewehave
moretime (I Thessalonians5:3). Jesussays, “| must work the
worksof Himwho sent Mewhileitisday; thenightiscoming
when no one can work” (John 9:4).

3. Why isthe faithful servant blessed? Luke 12:41-44; Mat-
thew 24:45-47; 25:21.

ComMENT: Jesus says that exhortations to “watch” apply to
everyone (Mark 13:35-37). In this case, the parabl e that fol -
lows shows that the apostles have a special responsibility. In
it, the steward in charge of the servantsis a servant himself,
teaching theimportanceof faithfulnessindoingthewill of the
master (I Corinthians 4:2). Not only does Jesus teach the cer-
tainty of Hisreturn at an unexpected moment, but healsoimplies
that the church—His disciples—would continue serving God
for an unspecified timeuntil Hisreturn. AsHe says, “Blessedis
theservantwhom HisLord will find so doing when Hecomes.”

paredness for the second coming of Jesus Christ. All who
are members of the household of faith must be found
serving God and one another with regard to things of the
Kingdom of God. Thewider sense of this parablerefersto
thetimewhen God callsus. Itisacall to prepareto meet our
God. Both sensesexpresstheoverall theme of thisparable:
“watchfulness.”
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4. How did the evil servant neglect hisresponsibility? Luke
12:45-46; Matthew 24:48-49; 7:15-23; James4:17.

ComMENT: The attitude of the evil servant is contrary to the
command to be ready. His severe treatment of the other
servants is similar to the description of false leaders who
ravage the congregation (Acts 20:29-30). Similarly, the dra-
matic portrayal of theservant’ spunishment, “cuthimintwo,”
stresses the seriousness of his evasion of responsibility. The
original statement in Aramaic was probably “hewas cut off,”
which has two implications: to be executed or exiled for sin.
With respect to the church, it means being disfell owshipped
from associating with church members because of flagrant
sin. Luke 12:42-46 emphasizes our responsibility for those
placed under our care. On the other hand, verses 47-48 focus
on our response to our Master’s command.

5. Are we judged according to what we understand? Luke
12:47-48; Numbers15:27-31.

ComMENT: The evil servants fail in their responsibility be-
cause they are not looking faithfully to Christ and hopefully
toward the Kingdom. The penalty tellsusthat Jesusis speak-
ing about Christians who are not ready either because they
ignore their calling or because they neglect to produce fruit
worthy of repentance (M atthew 3:8). FaithlessChristianswill
bejudged morestrictly than thosewho, though wicked, do not
understand about the coming of the Son of Man. Professing
Christians with knowledge of God'’s revelation will have to
answer for their lack of responseto God.

Their punishment seems severe until we realize that the
servant who knew his master’ swill represents those who sin
arrogantly or presumptuously (Psalm 19:12-13). Eventhough
the servant who was ignorant of his master’ swill sins unwit-
tingly, it was his businessto know hismaster’ swill. In either
case, each holds personal responsibility for his actions and
theref ore comesunder judgment. All have someknowledge of
God (Romans 1:20-23), and He judges according to the
individual’ slevel of responsibility.

The parabl e finisheswith the warning that knowledge and
privilegeawaysbring responsibility. Sinisdoubly sinful tothe
personwho knowsbetter. Wewho know better would like God
to find uswith our work completed upon Hisreturn, just as Jesus
wasableto say toHisFather, “1 haveglorified Y ou ontheearth.
| have finished the work which Y ou have given Me to do”
(John 17:4-5). Itwouldbewonderful for Godtofind usglorify-
ing Him and at peace with our brethren when Christ comes.




