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PERSONAL » fromJohnW.Ritenbaugh

resumption
~and _
Ivine Justice

King David specifically requests of God in Psalm
19:13, “Keep back Y our servant al so from presump-
tuous sins; let them not have dominion over me.
Then | shall be blameless, and | shall beinnocent of
great transgression.”

The Reader’s Digest Great Encyclopedic Dic-
tionary defines presumptuous as “unduly bold,
audacious, and arrogant.” Strong's Concordance
also defines the corresponding Hebrew word as
“arrogant.” Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dic-
tionary defines the root word, presume, as “to
undertake without leave or clear justification.” The
word identifies acts done in domineering, haughty
insolencewith ascornful, contemptuousdisdain for
respect, convention, and even law. Itisthe opposite
of “humble,” “modest,” and “unassuming.” In a
religious context, it can be said that presumptionis
taking unorthodoxy to its extreme.

Over the past sixty or seventy years, as we have
approached the return of Jesus Christ, it seems that
orthodoxy in virtually every aspect of life has been
discarded. Whether in dress, cosmetics, jewelry,
movies, music, dancing, language, marriage, and
religion, what was once considered normal hasbeen
rejected by the avant garde leadership and quickly
followed by the masses. It is this author’s opinion
that these departures have not advanced the quality
of life in the United States.

It hasalwaysbeenthisway in mankind’ srelation-
ship with his Creator. God established the standard
of orthodoxy inthe Garden of Eden, sayingto Adam
and Eve that they could eat of all the trees of the
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garden but one. It took apparently minimal effort by
themost unorthodox beinginall creationto persuade
them to take to themselves the right to change the
orthodoxy God established by eating of thevery tree
they weretold not to eat. They did thiseven though
they could see God face to face!

Thisepisodeisagoodindicator of how powerfully
perverse human nature is. This is why Jeremiah
laments, “ Theheart isdeceitful aboveall things, and
desperately wicked; who can know it?" (Jeremiah
17:9). Nothing in this regard has changed since
Adam and Eve; human nature is just as strong in
asserting itself to control life asit has always been.

How many peopleeveninthelsraglitish nationsare
aware of what Deuteronomy 12:32 so plainly states?
“Whatever | command you, be careful to observe it;
you shall not add to it nor take away fromit.” Justin
case we missed it, God gives us asimilar admonition
within afew verses of the end of the Book:

For | testify to everyone who hears the words
of the prophecy of thisbook: If anyone addsto
these things, God will add to him the plagues
that are written in the book; and if anyone
takes away from the words of the book of this
prophecy, God shall take away his part from
the Book of Life, from the holy city, and from
the things which are written in this book.
(Revelation22:18-19)

These are strong warnings!
Mankind hasaninnatedesiretoworship God, but
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he wantsto be freeto do it according to the dictates of his
own mind. The result is a wide variety of religions—in
actuality, massconfusionastowhichisthetruereligion—
and aworld in which true values are lost in an ocean of
conflicting opinions about how to live. This, in turn, has
helped persuade many peopleto reach the conclusion that
all godsareequally good, or itscounterpart, that everybody
isworshipping the same god.

We all know God is not pleased with this situation, but
Heallowsit to continue. However, even whileallowing it
tocontinue, Heiscalling peopleout of it. HehasshownHis
called-out ones that they have been redeemed from the
bondage to traditions, described in | Peter 1:18 as“vain,”
“aimless,” or “futile,” depending on thetranslation. How-
ever, in the vast majority of cases, someone, presumptu-
ously taking it upon himself toinaugurateatradition, began
practicing them, sincerely thinking he was improving his
life. Wehaveall followedthesetraditions, but the Christian
isresponsiblenottoallow theworldto squeezehimintoits
mold of conduct, character, and attitude.

Proverbs 21:16 describes the way many presumptuous
sins begin: “A man who wanders from the way of under-
standing will rest in the congregation of the dead.” Like
thisman, most people do not deliberately set out to depart
from God. Nevertheless, carelessness invariably enters

An E=xample from NMlodern L iberalism

Not all presumption is careless drifting. Unfortunately,
strong evidence exists to show that much of modern
liberalism in religion was deliberately planned and ex-
ecuted. A Layman’s Guide to Protestant Theology by
William Hordern, p. 74, refersto this:

The method of liberalism includes the attempt to mod-
ernize Christianity. The world, liberals argue, has
changedradically sincetheearly creedsof Christendom
were formulated; this makes the creeds sound archaic
and unreal to modern man. We have to rethink Chris-
tianity in thought forms which the modern world can
comprehend. Fosdick argued that we must expressthe
essence of Christianity, its“abiding experiences,” but
that we must not identify these with the “changing
categories’ in which they have been expressed in the
past. For exampl e, says Fosdick, an abiding experience
of Christianity has been its conviction that God will
triumphover evil. Thishasbeentraditional ly pictured
in the category of Christ’s second coming on the
clouds to destroy evil and set up good. We can no
longer retain the outworn category, but we can still
believe the truth which this ancient thought form was
tryingtoexpress. Wecan continuetowork inthefaith
that, through His devoted followers, God is now
building HisKingdomandthat therewill bearenewing
of life,individual and social, to bringitinto conformity

the picture, and aperson driftsfrom hisformer surefix on
his goal. Once hisfocus on the goal isblurred, heis more
easily deceivedintofoolishly assuming certainthings. An
especially sad part of thisisthat the result is the same as
if he were deliberately presumptuous.

The author of Hebrews uses a metaphor in Hebrews
2:1-3, portraying a boat slipping from its moorings and
drifting away. A person “neglect[s] so great salvation” by
allowing himself to be caught inthe current of theworld’'s
attitudesand conduct. Presumption frequently beginswith
careless drifting, but the drifting quickly advances from
neglect to presumption unlessone carefully checkswhether
he actually has God'’ s permission to behave as he does.

InProverbs8, wisdomispersonified asawoman crying
out to peopl eal ong theway—to God’' sKingdom?—totake
heed to her instruction. In verse 36, she utters a profound
warning: “ But hewho sinsagainst mewrongshisownsoul;
all thosewho hatemelovedeath.” Noneof uslikesto think
of himself as foolishly loving death. However, the Bible
consistently shows that those who do not consciously,
purposefully, and carefully direct their livestoward obedi -
ence to God do indeed love death rather than life! Such a
person isin effect presuming that all is well with himin
relationto God. God doesnot likebeingtakenfor granted—
becauseit is bad for us!

with the will of God. The essence of the faith is thus
retained, argues Fosdick, which the thought form in
which it was once clothed has been abandoned.

A second aspect of themethod of liberalismisitsrefusal
to accept religious belief on authority alone. Instead, it
insists that all beliefs must pass the bar of reason and
experience. Man’s mind is capable of thinking God’s
thoughtsafter Him. Man’ sintuitionsand reason arethe
best cluesthat we have to the nature of God. The mind
must be kept open to all truth regardless of from
whenceit comes. Thismeansthat theliberal must have
an open mind; no questions are closed. New facts may
change the convictions that have become hallowed by
custom and time. Theliberal will ventureforthinto the
unknown, firmly believing that all truth must be God' s
truth. In this spirit, the liberal accepts the higher criti-
cism of the Bible and the theory of evolution. He
refusesto haveareligionthat isafraid of truth or that
triesto protect itself from critical examination.

Isit any wonder, when thosewho are supposed to bethe
primary protectors of religious purity think the way they
do, that the laity behaves asthey do? Does it really make
any difference? Certainly, because the almighty God on
high definitely thinksit makes a difference!

Deuteronomy 12:29-31 emphatically states:
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A Priceless Gift

When the Lorp your God cuts off from before you
the nations which you go to dispossess, and you
displace them and dwell in their land, take heed to
yourself that you are not ensnared to follow them,
after they are destroyed from before you, and that
you do not inquire after their gods, saying, ‘How did

these nations serve their gods? | also will do like-
wise.” You shall not worship the Lorp your God in
that way; for every abomination to the Lorp which
He hates they have done to their gods; for they
burn even their sonsand daughtersinthefiretotheir
gods.

Christmas, E=aster, EEcumenism, and Sunday

Hardly anything more clearly illustrates the self-deceived
perverseness of human nature asits presumptuous additions
of the observation of Christmas and Easter to the worship of
the God of the Bible. That Jesus was born in Bethlehem of
Judeaisindisputable, but among other things, He was not
born on December 25, nor did anybody exchange giftson
that date. Scripture nowhere says there were three wise
men, and it is clear they gave giftsonly to Christ asKing.

Regarding Easter, Jesus was not resurrected on a
Sunday morning, nor was He crucified on a Friday after-
noon. It is impossible to squeeze three days and three
nights, which Jesus Himself said would be the Iength of
time He would spend in the tomb (Matthew 12:40), be-
tween Friday afternoon and Sunday morning. Even so,
fantastically detailed and emotionally appealing traditions
have presumptuously been built around both these events
and have been taught to a deceived public as though they
were true.

Beyond what has been already mentioned regarding
these days, where in God’s Word does He command that
we believe and do these commonly accepted practices?
Men have presumptuously taken them upon themselves.

The addition of Christmas and Easter to Christianity
happened so long ago that they have cometo be accepted
aspart of the Christian religion, and most people celebrate
them without thought. Nevertheless, adding to so-called
Christian beliefs has not ended—in fact, it isstill happen-
ing.

The late Pope John Paul 11 was an ardent ecumenist. He
circled the globe many timesin histravels and embraced in
conference many non-Catholicsin hiseffort to bring al into
onefold. His successor, Pope Benedict X V1, has pledged to
continue that effort. In this past month, their representatives
achieved adecisivevictory in forging amuch closer alliance
with the Anglican Church. However, Anglicanleaderscould
take this step only by abandoning the firm foundation of a
former doctrine and thus joining Catholics in accepting a
presumptuous addition that the latter already believe.

A headline in the Seattle Post Intelligencer, May 17,
2005, reads, “ Catholics, Anglicansreach accord on Mary:
Statement closes big gap between churches.” The article
explains:

The historical separation between Roman Catholics

and Anglicans has narrowed after both found com-
mon ground on the position of Mary, mother of Jesus,
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according to a document conceived at the highest
churchlevels. ... Anglicans, already closeto Catho-
lics because of liturgy and traditions, have moved
even closer through their understanding of Mary
as outlined in the joint statement, which took five
years and an international committee to complete.

Bringing back the departed brethren has been a strong
focus of the Catholic Church since the Counter-Reforma-
tion that followed the Protestant Reformation, which had
dealt Catholicismapowerful blow inthesixteenth century.
However, it was not until the “New Age Movement”
began in earnest during the mid-1970s—with its strong,
insistent call for aparadigm shift toward greater tolerance
and radical thinking in religious beliefs and values—that
the stage was set for ecumenical efforts to succeed.

Thefollowing quotation from the same article publicly
undressed, as it were, the Anglican Church:

The document seeks to transcend past controversies
on Catholic dogma, including the Immacul ate Con-
ception and the Assumption of Mary. While not
spelled out specifically inthe Bible, such beliefscan
beinterpreted through Scripture, according to the 80-
paragraph document.

Theresult might be an elevation, or at least a height-
ened acknowledgment, of the place of Mary—par-
ticularly for Anglicans, the denomination born in
England during the Reformation and called the Epis-
copal Church in the United States.

Anglicanism is considered closest to Catholicism
becauseit givesMary apre-eminent placeamong the
saints, includesher in Communion prayersand holds
six Marian feast days.

Among other matters, Catholics and Protestants
disagree over the Catholic dogmas of the Immacu-
|ate Conception—the assertion that Mary lived alife
free from sin from the moment she was conceived—
and the Assumption, the belief that her body and soul
were taken into heaven when her earthly life ended.

Those dogmas have “created problems not only for
Anglicans but also for other Christians,” the docu-
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ment said, largely because they are not explicitly
supported by Scripture.

But thosedogmasal so* can besaidtobeconsonant with
theteaching of the Scriptures and the ancient common
traditions,” saidthedocument, titled“ Mary: Graceand
Hopein Christ.” (emphasis added)

How can either of these two doctrines be biblically
derived? They cannot! The Catholic Church has long
acknowledged that the role they give Mary cannot be
supported by Scriptureal one, so now boththe Catholicand
Anglican churches have admitted through the publication
of thisdocument that these teachings are based upon mere
human tradition.

Inthedistant past, someonedecided that honoring Mary

B n Presumption, Assumption Abounds

But this is arrogant and bold hubris on a massive scale,
enabled only because Satan has managed to deceive the
wholeworld (Revelation 12:9). Theoverwhelming major-
ity of people calling themselves Christian are so uncon-
cerned—that is, tolerant and careless—they live thinking
that it does not matter to God.

The church of God has not escaped falling short in this
area of sin either. This year, because Passover falls on a
weekly Sabbath, there exists a clear difference among
church groupsin determining which day Pentecost must be
observed. Thisis due to the day Passover falls, affecting
the date for the wavesheaf offering and thus the starting
date for the fifty-day count to Pentecost. One side must
ignore several clear scripturesin Exodus 23, Leviticus22,
and Deuteronomy 12 and make more than afew assump-
tionsto support their contention. The Scripturesreveal that
Jesus, theliteral fulfillment of thewavesheaf offering, was
“waved” before God onthe morning following theweekly
Sabbath within the Days of Unleavened Bread, which is
exactly what Leviticus 23:10-11 commands.

Attimes, thelinebetween assuming and presumingisso
thin that they areindistinguishable. Thereisno doubt that
an assumption is frequently the foundation for presump-
tion. The Reader’s Digest Great Encyclopedic Dictio-
nary gives “to take for granted” and “to arrogate to
oneself” as definitions for assume. It then proceeds to
provide“ presumption” and “arrogance” asdefinitionsfor
assumption.

A great deal of assuming is being done in the world of
Christianity. Many in the world assumethat God’slaw is
“done away” and that, once one has accepted the blood of
Jesus Christ for the remission of sins, salvation is abso-
lutely assured. They add to these wrong conceptions
another assumption: that, somehow, meeting God’s re-
guirement of living sinlessly, of not breaking His law, is
“working for salvation.”

6

in thisway would be “nice,” or perhaps he used the word
“appropriate,” because shewaschosen by Godto bear His
Sonin her womb, and besi des, she seemsto be such agood
woman. However, the Scripturescall for no such elevation
in status, and they certainly never claim that she lived a
perfect, sinlesslife! Now the Roman Catholic Church has
gone so far as to claim she is co-savior with Christ!

Such presumption seems beyond the bounds of honest,
spiritual reasoning, but the Catholic Church hassimilarly
declared Sunday to betheday of worship, replacing God’ s
Sabbath. They have published articles openly admitting
that, if oneusesthe Biblealone, thenthe Sabbathistheonly
acceptable day of worship. In those same articles, they
have also been honest in stating that they have made this
changefrom Sabbath to Sunday ontheir own authority. On
these issues, their presumption is not hidden!

It has never been adequately explained to me how
meeting God’ srequirement of glorifying Him by growing
in the grace and the knowledge of Jesus Christ and over-
coming and living life as closely aswe can to the way Jesus
did are working for salvation. How can one work for the
grace that is aready freely given? This presumption can
easily lead one with this belief to play fast and loose with
sin—the very factor that caused them to need forgiveness
in the first placel—through carelessly breaking God’ s law.

Salvationisindeed assured, but aperson must still meet
certain conditionsestablished by God. Colossians 1:21-23
provides uswith an example:

And you, who once were alienated and enemies in
your mind by wicked works, yet now He has recon-
ciledinthebody of Hisfleshthrough death, to present
you holy, and blameless, and irreproachable in His
sight—if indeed you continue in the faith, grounded
and steadfast, and are not moved away from the hope
of the gospel which you heard, which was preached
to every creature under heaven, of which I, Paul,
became a minister. (emphasis added)

Members of the church of God generally do not have a
problemwith that maj or assumpti on/presumption, but many
seem to have a problem with another. Once they become
converted, they believe, they are assured of “going to a
place of safety.” Thisespecially seemstrueif they belong
to certain organizationsthat “ push” that belief to increase
their membership.

God's Word gives no such specific promise. Did God
take Jesus to a place of safety when danger from Satan
and the world threatened Hislife? Did He do the samefor
the apostles? Did He deliver all the prophets that were
killed in Jerusalem? Our responsibility isto submit to the

(continued on page 18)
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READY ANSWER

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

“I have come that they may have life,

and that they may have it more abundantly.”

Are You Living

the Abundant Life?

Itisacommon misconception among non-Christians
that the Christianlifeis, frankly, boring. Christians
of every stripetheworld over arethought to bedull,
humorless, austere people. For instance, Southern
Baptists are ridiculed by the media because they
preach against drinking, dancing, playing cards,
and—how out of touch of them—premarital sex.
When they inaugurated aboycott of Disney World
for itsannual Gay Day afew yearsago, themedia' s
coverage could not have done more to reinforce the
world’'s image of intolerant, rigid, square, biblical
Chrigtiang!

The cause is not advanced in the least by the
stuck-in-time lifestyles of the Amish and related
denominations. Dressed in their centuries-out-of-
style clothing and forbidding the use of most modern
devices, such people scream “archaic” and “aus-
tere” to theworld. Most people, even other Chris-
tians, despitetheir tolerancefor their beliefs, consider
them crazy to adheresoinflexibly toaway of lifehalf
amillennium removed from the present!

Modern mainline Protestants have tried to shed
thisuncool image. In many churches, acontempo-
rary service has replaced or been added to the
traditional service. This modern, pop-culture ser-
vice features live, upbeat music (read “Christian
rock™), heavy use of picturesand computer graph-
ics flashed on huge screens, and short sermons
given by high-energy youth pastors, and the mostly
young attendees wear casual clothes ranging from
blue jeans and T-shirts to khakis and polo shirts.
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Thischangein format has been aconscious choice
aimed at ridding Christianity of itsdreary reputation
among the “unchurched.”

Even so, if the world considers unrestrained
hedonism the norm in terms of “fun” and “living
large,” biblical Christianity will indeed be consid-
ered |l ackluster and unyielding by comparison. The
Bible is clear in its calls for Christians to cease
behaving as most in the world do:

[A Christian] nolonger should livetherest of
histimeinthefleshfor thelustsof men, but for
thewill of God. For we have spent enough of
our past lifetime in doing the will of the
Gentiles—whenwewalkedinlewdness, lusts,
drunkenness, revelries, drinking parties, and
abominableidolatries. Inregardtothese, they
think it strange that you do not run with them
inthesameflood of dissipation, speaking evil
of you. (I Peter 4:2-4)

Y et, just because aChristian exercisessel f-control
doesnot mean hislifeishboring, underprivileged, and
unrewarding. Infact, lived properly, aChristianlife
isultimately moreexciting, successful, and satisfy-
ing than most human beings canimagine! Certainly,
the lives of Christians are full of responsibility and
self-restraint, but the rewards and blessings that
accrueover alifetimeof pleasing Godand livingHis
way of lifesimply overwhelm the seemingly oner-
ous duties and strictures. There is no comparison!



JOHN

10:10

“I have come that they may have life, and that they may live it more abundantly.”

Most people are not aware that
thisisaprimary reason Christ came
as a man to this earth—to teach us
how to live abundant, fulfilled lives.
Notice His plain statement in John
10:10: “I have come that they [His
sheep, Christians] may havelife, and
that they may have it more abun-
dantly.” According to the very
Founder of Christianity, Hisdisciples,
if they follow Histeachings, will live
enviable, full lives! They will have
livesworthliving!

But, specifically, what does He
mean by “life. .. moreabundantly” ?

Delineating
Abundant and Life

when discussing
this concept dueto the apparent sub-
jectivity of theterm* abundant.” What
isabundant living for oneperson may
be absolutely unsatisfying for an-
other. A hard-charging, A-typebusi-
nessman—into exotic vacations,
sports cars, and rock climbing—
wouldnot consider arocking chair on
the porch, a vegetable garden out
back, and a weekly round of golf at
the local course to be fulfilling, yet
they would probably suit a retired
senior citizenjust fine. Oneperson’s
bowl of cherriesisanother’ sbowl of
cherry pits.

The Greek word Jesus uses in
John 10:10todescribethekind of life
He came to teach His disciples is
perissdn, meaning “ superabundant,”
“superfluous,” “overflowing,” “ over
and above a certain quantity,” “a
guantity so abundant asto beconsid-
erably more than what one would
expect or anticipate.” In short, He
promises us alife far better than we
could ever envision, reminiscent of |
Corinthians 2:9, “Eye has not seen,
nor ear heard, nor have entered into
the heart of man the things which
God hasprepared for thosewho love
Him” (seelsaiah 64:4). Paul informs
usthat God*“isabletodo exceedingly
abundantly above all that we ask or
think” (Ephesians 3:20).

However, beforewebegintohave

visionsof palatial homes, classic au-
tomobiles, around-the-world trips,
and wads of pocket money, we need
to step back and consider what
God says comprises “life.” Once
we determine His view of living,
wewill have abetter grasp of what
kind of blessings we can expect as
Christ’s disciples. All we need to
do is glance around at our and our
brethren’s situations to know that
wealth, prestige, position, and
power in this world are not high-
priority itemson God’ slist of bless-
ings(l Corinthians1:26-29). Interms
of economic, academic, and social
strata, most of us come from the
lower and middle classes, and we
tendtoremaininasituationsimilar
totheoneinwhich wewere called
(compare | Corinthians 7:20-24).

Perhaps the most telling biblical
definition of life—particularly eter-
nal life—is uttered by Jesus Him-
selfinJohn17:3: “Andthisiseternal
life, that they may know You, the
only true God, and Jesus Christ whom
Y ou have sent.” Note that this defi-
nition makesno mention of length of
days, health, prosperity, family, oc-
cupation—in fact, the only thing it
does mention isknowing God!

What can we take from this?

» Godisnot overly concerned
withthephysical circumstances
of ourlives. Itisenoughthat He
assures us that we need not
worry about what wewill eat or
wear (Matthew 6:25-32;
Philippians4:19).

« Eternal life, thekind of lifein
whichaChristianistruly inter-
ested, is not determined by du-
ration but by arelationshipwith
God. Thisiswhy, once we are
converted andimpregnated with
the gift of the Holy Spirit, we
are said to have eterna life
aready (1 John5:11-13), though
not, of course, initsfullness.

» Eternd life—thelife God of-
fers usthrough Jesus Christ and

His teaching—is thus about
quality, not quantity. Put an-
other way, the abundant life is
lifeasGodlivesit (Ezekiel 33:10-
11; | Peter 2:21; | John 2:6), for
oncewetruly cometoknow God,
wewill desire to emulate Him.

» Physical blessings, then, may
or may not be byproducts of
God's way of life; neither our
wealth nor our poverty isasure
indication of our standing with
God. Certainly, God desiresthat
we" prosper inall thingsand be
in health” (111 John 2), but the
bottomlineis“| havenogreater
joy than to hear that my chil-
dren walk in truth” (verse 4),
not that we live like royalty.

e Finally,aChristian’slifere-
volves around, as Peter putsiit,
“grow[ing] in the grace and
knowledgeof our Lordand Sav-
ior JesusChrist” (11 Peter 3:18).
Thissuggeststhat the abundant
life is a process of learning,
practicing, and maturing, aswell
asfailing, recovering, adjusting,
enduring, and overcoming be-
cause, in our present state, “we
seeinamirror, dimly” (I Corin-
thians13:12).

As humans, we are naturally ori-
ented toward material things, but as
Christians, our perspective must
change. Paul admonishes, “ Set your
mind on things above, not on things
on the earth. For you died [in bap-
tism], and your life is hidden with
ChristinGod” (Colossians3:2-3). To
us, life—and our perception of abun-
dant life—isawhole new ballgame!

Promises, Promises

promises of
physical blessings?

Most successful televangelists
preachwhat iscalled “the Prosperity
Gospel.” Using select Scriptures, they
teach that if one gives his life to
Jesus, and if hefollowscertain bibli-
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READY ANSWER

cal principles, God is obligated to
fulfill Hispromisesof wealth, health,
and well-being. In the end, God be-
comes little more than a genie-in-a-
bottle, granting wishes out of sheer
compulsion. Tothesepreachers, this
is the abundant life God promises,
and hundreds of thousands of people
agree with them.

It is true that the Bible is full of
promises. It is also true that Jesus
tells us several timesin John 14-16,
“If you ask anything in My name, |
will doit” (John14:14; seealso 14:13;
15:7, 16; 16:23-24, 26). Psalm 37:4
pledges, “ Delight yourself alsointhe
Lorp, and He shall give you the
desires of your heart.” These sound
like absolute promises, andif Godis
tobetruetoHisWord, Hemust fulfill
them, right?

This is what the televangelists
have concluded, butintheend, itisa
facileconclusion. Very few of God's
promisesinthe Bible are absolutein
nature; they are, instead, conditional
promises, governed not only by our
responses to God, fulfilling certain
requirements, but also by the perfect
judgment of God. As James 1:17
says, Hegivesonly good and perfect
gifts; He will never give one of His
childrena“blessing” that would ulti-
mately derail His purpose for him or
that would be too much for him to
handle.

It works similarly among mere
mortals. A human parent would not
send hissontovocational school if he
really wanted him to be a doctor,
eventhoughtuitiontothevocational
school wouldbea“goodthing.” Like-
wise, the same parent would not
entrust his child with thousands of
dollarsincashat Toys' R Us, despite
the fact that such sums of money
would be considered a wonderful
gift. If human parents have enough
wisdom to give goal- and maturity-
dependent giftstotheir children, how
much more does God (Romans
11:33)?

The faithful Abraham and Sarah
are good examples of this aspect of
God's promises. In Genesis 12:2,
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“Be Ready Always To Give An Answer” — | Peter 3:15 (KJV)

God tells Abraham, age 75 at the
time (verse 4), that He would make
of him*“agreat nation,” implying that
he would have children. God makes
this promise again in verse 7: “The
Lorp appeared to Abram and said,
‘Toyour descendants| will givethis
land.”” Yet, He does not give
Abraham the promised child when
heis 76 or 78 or 80!

After his rescue of Lot from the
confederation of kings, Abraham
pleadswith Godin Genesis15:2-3—
heisnow 80 years old—for an heir.
God repeats the promise, and
Abraham believesHim (verses4-6),
yet Sarah does not become pregnant
any time soon. Later, after |shmael
is born of Hagar when Abraham is
86 years old (Genesis 16:16), the
patriarchwondersif thisistheprom-
ised seed, but when the boy is thir-
teen—Abraham is now 99!—God
reiterates, “ No, Sarahyour wifeshall
bear you ason” (Genesis 17:19).

Findly,

...theLorp visited Sarah asHe
had said, and the Lorp did for
Sarah as He had spoken. For
Sarah conceived and bore
Abraham asonin hisold age, at
the set time of which God had
spokentohim....Now Abraham
wasonehundred yearsoldwhen
his son Isaac was born to him.
(Genesis21:1-2,5)

Evidently, agreat deal had to hap-
pen in the lives of Abraham and Sa-
rah—predominantly in terms of
spiritual maturity—before God felt
the right time had cometo givethem
their promised baby boy. Twenty-five
years passed before God fulfilled His
promise. Notice that Scripture itself
informs us that God performed the
miracleto allow Sarahto conceive*“at
the set time.” There was one perfect
timefor thispromisetobefulfilled, and
Godfulfilleditwhenall theconditions
were right.

And we can thank Him profusely
for doing the same for us (Il Corin-
thians4:15).

Shining the Light

on Our Lives

modest circum-
stances, are we living abundant lives?
Despite our lack of toys, amansion on
thelake, or aRolls-Royceonour drive-
way, are our lives better than we ever
expected? Or do we fedl that life has
passed us by, serving us the dregs
instead of the wine? If so, could it be
that we need a change of perspective?
J. Paul Getty, at the time perhaps
the richest man in the world, said, “I
hate and regret the failure of my mar-
riages. | would gladly giveall my mil-
lions for just one lasting marital
success.” He possessed the money to
live whatever lifestyle gave him the
most satisfaction, but at the end of his
life, he came to realize that a good,
enduring marriage meant moreto him
than riches. He died feeling like a
failureat what lifeisreally al about.
King Solomon lived asimilar life
of wealth, power, and privilege. The
book of Ecclesiastes chronicles his
lifelong experimentation with vari-
ouslifestyles, projects, possessions,
hobbies, and creaturecomforts. What
does he ultimately conclude about
how humanity shouldlive?

Remember now your Creator
in the days of your youth, be-
fore the difficult days come. . . .
Fear God and keep His com-
mandments, for thisisthewhole
duty of man. For Godwill bring
every work into judgment, in-
cluding every secret thing,
whether itisgood or whetheritis
evil. (Ecclesiastes 12:1, 13-14)

His conclusion is totally compat-
ible with Jesus' statement in John
10:10. Jesus did not come promising
uswealth, prestige, and authority on
earth (although He does promise us
these things in the world to come),
but He came with good news from
His Father about how to attain eter-
nal life (John 6:40). Like Solomon’s,
Hismessageisvery clear, “...if you

(continued on page 14)



The Zeitgeist of Suicide

Part One: Weeping for the Children Who Are Not

“Civilizations diefrom suicide,notby murder.” —Arnold Toynbee, Historian
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“Within afew centuries, theworld’ spopulation could
shrink below the level of America’'s today.”t Any
residentinurban America, living ashedoeswith ever-
more cars and ever-lessroad space, would not readily
agree with such an apparently off-the-wall statement.
The whole idea seems counterintuitive in a world of
jammed freeways, bustling malls, long queuesin post
offices, and crowded classrooms. Y et, trend lines|ead
exactly to that conclusion—to a 95% reduction in
worldwidepopulation during the next hal f-millennium
or so. In real numbers, that represents a decline from
the planet’s current 6 billion inhabitants to about 300
million by about the year 2500.

Trend lines of what? Almost any hormalized popul a-
tion metric—examples include fertility rate, aging rate,
abortion rate, HIV/AIDS-prevalence rate—point in
the direction of shrinking population, not just in some
nations or regions, but worldwide.? The most telling—
andtroubling—measureisthetotal fertilityrate(TFR),
asynthetic metric representing the number of childrena
woman will bear in the course of her lifetime.

It takes only elementary math to see why this
measure is important. If mom and pop die without
having produced two children to replace them, the
population declines. With two children, the population
holdssteady, neither growing nor shrinking. Of course,
not everyone marries, and some individuals die be-
cause of disease, natural disaster, or war before they
havereproduced. So, the hold-steady total fertility rate
is considered to be about 2.1. In aggregate, every
woman must bear 2.1 children in her lifetime. In
practice, thismeansthat every tenth couple must have
three children if the population isto remain steady.

A Global Phenomenon—AlImost

Worldwide, the TFR hastumbled significantly over the
last thirty years or so. Estimates vary, but United
Nationsdatasuggestsan unrel enting declinefrom5.02
in 1950 to 2.05 by 2045.% Today the global TFR is
thought to be about 2.6—scarcely above replacement
levels.® “By 2045 . . . the world’s fertility rate as a
whole will have fallen below replacement levels.”s
One demographer writes, “ Sub-replacement fertility . . .

is increasingly emerging as the norm in Asia and
Eurasia.”® Another claims: “Not asingleindustrialized
nation today has a fertility rate of 2.1, and most are
well below the replacement level.”’

Y et, asawhole, the planet’ s population is not declin-
ing—yet. Some areas (such as sub-Saharan Africa)®
and some groups (such as Muslims) consistently report
fertility rateswell abovethereplacement rate. However,
even fertility trend-linesin these holdout populations
are pointing down. It isonly amatter of time before the
planet’ soverall TFR fallsbelow the replacement rate of
2.1. At that time, just a few decades from now, the
population of the earth asawhole will begintofall.

Sub-Saharan Africaremainsastandout at thistime.
A few words about this African exceptionalism arein
order. Although African nationsin general report high
fertility rates, African growth remains constrained by
significant health problems.

Table 1 (on page 11) compares the relatively high
TFRs of selected African nationswith their 1) AIDS/
HIV Adult Prevalence Rates, 2) their AIDS/HIV
Death Rates, and 3) the number of childrenlivingwith
AIDS/HIV. While not canceling out African high-
fertility rates, the consequences of the AIDS pan-
demic is certainly diminishing their effect. The
consequences of AIDS will snowball in the next
generation, as indicated by the fact that African
nationsreport atotal of 2,270,360 children now living
with AIDS. It isalso noteworthy that, of thetop thirty
nationsranked in AIDS/HIV prevalence sequence, all
but one, Haiti, islocated in the African continent.

Table 2 (on page 12) displays comparative datafor
two nations, the United Statesand South Africa. While
their population sizes are admittedly quite different,
and their migration rates are worlds apart, their re-
spective TFRs rank only a few points apart. The
comparison of metrics concerning the AIDS/HIV
pandemic is dramatically instructive. The high infec-
tion rate in South Africa raises her AIDS-specific
death rate significantly, and affects the general death
rate as well. In the United States, about one in every
21,124 peopledied of AIDSin2003. During that same
year, onein every 119 South Africansdied of AIDS.°
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Where Rates Are Falling

What about the United States? America’'s TFR at
the time of the Founding is thought to have been
about eight—they made families big in Ben
Franklin's day. From that level, the national TFR
dropped to alow of 1.70 in 1972, but has risen to
about 2.08 today due to the higher fertility rates of
someimmigrant groups. Presently, American popu-
lationisstill growing, but at asignificantly reduced
rate. Natural increase (that is, births minus deaths)
accounted for only 56.4 percent of her growth from
April 2000 through July 2004. During that period,
immigration accounted for the other 43.6 percent of
her growth.X®Immigration, then, isamajor driver of
American population growth. (Remember, migra-
tion does not directly change worldwide popula-
tion. When a person immigrates to these shores, he
emigrates from somewhere else. In coming here,
he leaves there. There is no net worldwide popu-

TABLE 1

lation increase or decrease due solely to immigra-
tion.)

Most Asian and European nations are registering
sub-replacement TFRs, usually rates lower than
America's. (See Table 3 on page 13, which indicates
TFRs for major nations by region.) One way to grasp
themagnitude of thedecline—to understand itsconse-
gquences—isto consider the “loss” of people anation
experiences due to sub-replacement TFRs. “Loss’
here means the number of people lost to the nation
because, upon death, they were not replaced by a
younger person.

Canadawill lose so many peoplethat one Canadian
think tank isurging thegovernment to“import” young
workers to offset declining population. Remarkably,
Mexico's TFR, at 2.45, has plummeted so fast that
“the country is now aging five timesfaster thanisthe
United States.*! Currently sitting at 1.4, the aggregate
TFR of Western Europe means that the region is
losing about 750,000 peopleannually. Thecondition
of the Russian Federa-
tion, which has reported
absolute negative popu-

Nation Total AIDS/HIV AIDS/HIV Children lation growth for more
Fertility Prevalence Death Rate Living with than a decade now,? is
Rate Rate AIDSHIV even more dramatic.
Botswana 2.85 37.3 33,000 28,000 That one nation is now
Central African Rep.  4.50 13.5 23,000 25,000 Iosmlg abolut as many
Egypt 2.88 0.1 700 Unreported fggs Ieoasseas| ggfﬁ?rgafi
Kenya 4.96 6.5 150,000 220,000
Lesotho 3.35 28.9 29,000 27,000 750,QOOpeo_pIe. By 2050,
: ' ' ’ ’ Russia s shrinkage factor
Malawi _ 5.98 14.2 84,000 65,000 could bethree million an-
Mozambique 4.70 12.2 110,000 80.000 nua“y, while Bulgaria’s
Namibia 3.18 21.3 16,000 30,000 population loss will be
Nigeria 5.53 5.4 310,000 270,000 38%, Romania’'s 27%
Rwanda 5.49 5.1 22,000 65,000 and Estonia’'s 25%.13
Sierra Leone 5.72 7.0 11,000 16,000 The loss figures for
South Africa 2.24 21.5 370,000 250,000 Chinaand Japan will be
Sudan 4.85 2.3 23,000 30,000 staggering.** Following
Tanzania 5.06 8.8 160,000 Unreported current trend-lines,
Uganda 6.74 4.1 78,000 110,000 China's population will
Zambia 5.47 16.5 89,000 150,000 soon peak at 1.5 billion
Zimbabwe 3.54 24.6 170,000 240,000 people, thenbeginasteep
For comparative purposes, benchmark the above figures against the following data deC“ne’ manlfeStmgltself

in the loss of 20-30% of

Netherlands 1.60 0.2 less than 100 160 her population each gen-
Unltgd States 2.08 0.6 14,000 10,000 eration.ls China W||| be
Mexico 2.45 0.3 5,000 3.600 losi ng about 4.9 million
South Korea 2.26 0.1 less than 200 Nil

* The AIDS/HIV Adult Prevalence Rate gives the percentage of adults

« Children Living with AIDS/HIV gives the absolute number of children

Table 1: African TER Tabulated against AIDS/HIV Measures

(aged 15 through 49) who are living with AIDS/HIV.

* The AIDS/HIV Death Rate gives the absolute number of adults and children
who have died from AIDS during the twelve months of 2003.

aged 1 through 14 living with AIDS/HIV in 2003.
Sources: CIA World Factbook (http://www.odci.gov/cia/publications/factbook/index.html)

and Human Development reports (http://hdr.undp.org/default.cfm).
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people a year by 2045.
By that time, Japanwill be
losing about 5.7 million
people per year due to
sub-replacement fertility
levels.t® Before 2045, the
Land of the Rising Sun
will loseafull 25% of her
127 millionpeople.
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Runaway Loss

If the math behind the TFR is easy to understand—
replacing two deceased old peoplerequirestwoliving
young ones, the math behind the long-term cost of a
declining TFR is difficult to grasp. That is why the
forecast of a 95% loss in population over 500 years
seems like a prediction bordering on the absurd.

Itiseasiest to understand how the numbersdecline
so fast using metaphors. We can say the situation of a
declining TFR feedsitself—gets worse generation by
generation. This is because the pool of women to
have babies grows smaller each generation. Thus,
in a sub-replacement environment, if one genera-
tion has, say, 100 women capable of childbearing,
the next generation might have only 95. That is,
when they died, not all of the 100 women were
replaced by young females. If the sub-replacement
fertility persists, the following generation might have
only 86 women, thenext 75, thenext 62, and soon. The
pool of women to have babies shrinks at geometric
rates. Hence, fertility falls at geometric rates—faster
and faster.

Thismakesturningthesituation around—reversing
the trend—more difficult with each passing genera-
tion. The compounding effect of declining fertility
ratesislikeasnowball rolling downhill, getting bigger
and bigger all thetime, moreand moredifficult to stop.
Propelled by the laws of gravity and inertia, it takesa
powerful forceindeed to brakethe snowball’ sfall. So
itisthat civilization may becomelockedinto apattern
of falling fertility. The zeitgeist of avalanche will be
hard to stop.

Bottom line: Population declineisdescribed by the
laws of compound interest—only in reverse.

Such avast depletion of the planet’ s most precious
thing, its people, seems the work of a zeitgeist made
themorehideousbecauseit doesnot slay theliving but
extinguishestheir desire to engender new life. It does
not depopulatehorrifically and violently, en masse, by
genocide or withweaponsof massdestruction. Rather,
by consuming the young be-
fore they come to exigt, it
leaves only the old to grow
older, finally to die. None
takes their place.

As subtle as it is malig-
nant, this spirit of creeping
suicideimpelshuman society
toitsend with ever-quicken-
ing paceby denying thoseyet
living alingering bereavement
for the unborn—that decent,
relieving painthat woulddrive
many to changetheir thinking
and to engender young. This
istheculture-of-death demon
wearing its most ugly mask.

TABLE 2

Demographic Characteristic

Population (2005)
Migration Rate per 1,000 Population 3.31 -0.22
Total Fertility Rate (2003)

Life Expectancy at Birth (2003)
AIDS/HIV Prevalence Rate (2003)
AIDS/HIV Deaths (2003)

Percent of AIDS/HIV(2003)
Deaths to Population

Death Rate (2003)

Thisisthe despicable demon who does not slay those
whom we have wanted and whom we have seen and
whom we have loved, but those whom we have not
wanted, whom we have not seen, and whom we have
not loved—and whom we therefore cannot miss.

Does God miss them? If humans are too callous to
feel the loss, does He?

It Is Not Going to Happen

Five hundred years or so from now, the world's
population will not be less than America’'s today.
God's Word paints a completely different picture.
Yes, it graphically shows that catastrophic events of
the Tribulation and the Day of the Lord, so vividly
described in Revelation 6 through 19, will result in
worldwide ecological and environmental degradation
not witnessed since the Flood. In all that, both human
and animal populationlevelswill fall markedly.

God, however, will take swift action to reverse the
effects of these literally earthshaking events. The
prophet Ezekiel describes what God will do to refur-
bishtheenvironment. A river, flowingfromtheTemple's
sanctuary, will apparently gush eastward into the sea.
Once there, the oceans’ waters will be healed.

Andit shall bethat every living thing that moves,
wherever the rivers go, will live. There will be
a very great multitude of fish, because these
waters go there; for they will be healed, and
everything will live wherever the river goes.
(Ezekiel 47:9)

Ezekiel continues, mentioningthe* exceedingly many”
fish that will come to live in the seas (verse 10). In
addition, “all kindsof trees,” growing along both banks
of theriver, will produce fruit for food and leaves for
medicine, all year around (verse 12).

The environment will be healed. People will be
healed. Asthe Family of God teaches mankind God's
way of life and His plan, couples will come to share
God' sview of children as potential God-beings. That

United States

295,734,134 (5)

2.08 (130) 2.24 (123)
77.71 (46) 43.27 (213)
0.60 (69) 21.50 (5)
14,000 (34) 370,000 (1)
0.0047% 0.834%
8.25 (111) 21.32 (8)

Table 2: United States and South Africa Comparative Demographic Data

Numbers in parentheses indicate rank position among 226 nations.
Source: CIA World Factbook (http://www.odci.gov/cia/publications/factbook/index.html)
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South Africa

44,344,246 (28)



TABLE 3

Region & Nation Total Fertility Rate

North America

Canada 1.61
Cuba 1.66
Mexico 2.45
United States 2.08
South America
Argentina 2.19
Brazil 1.93
Uruguay 1.91
Europe
Belgium 1.64
France 1.85
Germany 1.39
Great Britain 1.66
Ireland 1.80
Italy 1.28
Russia 1.14
Spain 1.15
Asia
China 1.30
Japan 1.32
India 2.78
North Korea 1.17
South Korea 1.26
Singapore 1.05
Africa
Egypt 2.88
Libya 3.34
Sudan 4.85
Union of South Africa 2.24
Oceania
Australia 1.76
Indonesia 2.44
New Zealand 1.79
Philippines 3.16

Table 3: Sample National Total Fertility Rates
Sources: CIA World Factbook

(http://www.odci.gov/cia/publications/factbook/index.html);

Eberstadt, Nicholas, “Power and Population in Asia,”
Policy Review, February/March 2004. p. 4;

Neuhaus, Richard John, “Where Have All the Children Gone?”

First Things, May 2005, p. 58.

Endnotes

1Kurtz, Stanley, “Demographics and the Culture War,” Policy
Review, February/March 2005, p. 33.

2See also Longman, Phillip, The Empty Cradle: How Falling
Birthrates Threaten World Prosperity and What to Do About It,
Basic Books, 2004.

3United Nations Population Division, World Population Prospects:
the 2002 Revision. Population Database, accessed May 20, 2005,
http://esa.un.org/unpp.

4See the CIA Global Factbook (http://www.odci.gov/cia/publica-
tions/factbook).

5Longman, Philip, “The Global Baby Bust,” Foreign Affairs, May/
June 2004.

6 Eberstadt, Nicholas, “Power and Population in Asia,” Policy
Review, February/March 2004, p. 3.
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view isimplicit in the God's very first command to
mankind:

So God created man in His own image; in the
image of God He created him; male and female
He created them. Then God blessed them and
saidtothem, “Befruitful and multiply andfill the
earth. . . .” (Genesis 1:27-28)

Manisnow subtracting, not multiplying. By thetime
mankind comes to understand God’ s perspective on
offspring, Satan will be unableto deceive humansinto
believing that God is either too callous or too weak to
provideair, food, water—all the essentialsof life—for
people young or old.*® For then the Culture-of-Death
Demon, who hatesman, seeing in himtheimage of the
true God, will belocked safely away inthe bottomless
pit (see Revelation 20:1-3).

In Isaiah 49:19-20, the prophet | saiah forecasts the
consequence of mankind's newfound understanding
of God's will. God speaks encouragingly to Israel,
dispelling at the same time any notion of a “birth
dearth” in those days of restoration:*®

For your waste and desol ate places, and the land
of your destruction, will even now be too small
for theinhabitants; and thosewho swallowed you
up will be far away. The children you will have,
after you have lost the others, will say again in
your ears, “ Theplaceistoo small for me; giveme
a place where | may dwell.”

These will be the land’ s myriad inhabitants who will
eat the “great multitude of fish” and the fruit growing
year-round, mentioned by Ezekiel.

Abraham and Sarah’s experience concerning the
birth of Isaac indicate that human reproduction is an
act of faith. As couples in the Millennium begin to
trust God—Dbelieve that He is willing and able to
providefor them and their children, they will beginto
reproduceagain. They will work with God, multiplying,
rather than against Him, subtracting.

Next month, the second part of thisfour-part series
will examine some of the causesof today’ s population
implosion. It will also review some of the dire conse-
guences of man’srefusal to multiply.

—Charles Whitaker

7Kurtz, ibid., p. 34.

8|ln 1960, the TFR of North Africa was about 7.1. Today, itis 3.2
and still in free fall.

9 World Population Prospects, ibid. The Executive Summary
comments:

Twenty-five yearsinto the HIV/AIDS epidemic, the impact of
the disease is evident in terms of increased morbidity and
mortality and slower population growth. In Southern Africa,
the region with the highest HIV/AIDS prevalence of the
disease, life expectancy has fallen from 62 years in 1990-
1995t0 48 yearsin 2000-2005, and is projected to decrease
further to 43 years over the next decade before a slow
recovery starts. As a consequence, population growth in
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the region is expected to stall between 2005 and 2020. In
Botswana, Lesotho, and Swaziland, the population is pro-
jected to decrease as deaths outnumber births.

0 Total growth from April 1, 2000, through July 1, 2004, was
12,230,802. Natural increase accounted for 6,901,964 people.
Immigration accounted for 5,328,929 people (U.S. Census fig-
ures).

11Longman, ibid.

12Kurtz, ibid. Putin has called the demographic situation a “disas-
ter” and a “crisis.” However, he has done nothing to curtail
abortions in Russia. Russialeads the world in number of abortions,
over 2.76 million annually. This is more than double the abortions
in America, which ranks number two.

13Neuhaus, Richard John, “Where Have All the Children Gone,”
First Things, May 2005, p. 58.

14Chinese population lossis clearly attributable to the one-child-
per-family rule. By simple math, this rule makes China a sub-
replacement nation. Inthe 1960s, China’s TFR was 6.06. Today, it
is 1.30—and falling.

15Neuhaus, ibid., p.59.

16 World Population Prospects, ibid.

17Neuhaus, ibid.

18For example, God’s adversary (and ours!) has convinced many
that the earth is catastrophically warming due to excess green-
house gases. The United Nations based its prediction of environ-
mental degradation on the premise that the world’s population
would not peak untilitreached 11.5 billion, 5 billion more than are
currently living. Grudgingly, the UN has had to back off its predic-
tions of disaster due to global warming because current demo-
graphic trends point away from population growth, toward
population decline, away from explosion and toward implosion.
19Eric Cohen, the editor of The New Atlantis, writes intriguingly of
the Jewish view of reproduction in “A Jewish-Catholic Bioethics?”
(First Things, June/July 2005, p. 7). When God told Abraham that
He would give land to his descendants (as in Genesis 15:18), He
connected the identity of Israel with the absolute necessity that

there be future generations. If there were no descendants, there
would be no one to receive the land.

So, to Jewish thinking, Genesis 17:7 records an implicit com-
mand to multiply: “l will establish My covenant between Me and you
and your descendants after you in their generations, for an
everlasting covenant, to be God to you and your descendants after
you.” It is implicit because the covenant requires descendants
forever. Without descendants, there would be only half of the
covenant (God); the other half, “your descendants after you in
their generation,” would be missing. This means couples must
multiply, generation after generation. Without procreation, Israel
as an identifiable covenant people would not exist. From our
standpoint, Cohen undoubtedly summarizes the matter too darkly
when he concludes: “To give birth is to be eternally remembered;
to be childless is to be eternally forgotten.”

An extended quote from the Yevamot (a part of the Mishnah
which discusses the reciprocal responsibilities and rights of
married couples) recaps the Jewish perspective:

“Should the number of Israelites happen to be two thousand
and two myriads less one, and any particular person has not
engaged in the propagation of the race, does he not thereby
cause the Divine Presence to depart from Israel?” Abba
Hanan said in the name of Rabbi Eliezar: “He deserves the
penalty of death; foritis said, ‘And they had no children, but
ifthey had children they would not have died.”” Others say,
“He causes the Divine Presence to depart from Israel; for it
is said: ‘To be a God unto thee and to thy seed after thee’;
where there exists ‘seed after thee,’ the Divine Presence
dwells among them; but where no ‘seed after thee’ exists,
among whom should it dwell?”

For more information on the Jewish perspective of all things sexual
(homosexuality, masturbation, single-sex marriage, etc.), see http:/
/www.myjewishlearning.com/ideas_belief/sex_sexuality/
Overview_Judaism_And_Sexuality/Purpose_And_Meaning/
Sex_Contraception_lsaacs.htm

JOHN

10:10

“I have come that they may have life, and that they may live it more abundantly.”

(continued from page 9)
want to enter into life, keep the com-
mandments” (Matthew 19:17).

The big “secret” is that the abun-
dant lifeiscontained in the keeping of
God's commandments, in tandem
with the grace supplied through
Jesus Christ. John writes,“ Andfrom
hisfullnesswehaveall received, grace
upon grace. For the law was given
through Moses; grace and truth came
through Jesus Christ” (John 1:16-17,
ESV). Jesus came to give man the
means by which he could properly
keep God’ scommandments; Hisgrace
puts commandment-keeping in its
proper place. Onceapersonisliving
thisway—what Paul calls*walk[ing]
in the Spirit” (Galatians 5:16-25)—
hislifeisnaturally goingtobeabundant
because he is no longer under the
penalties and curses that breaking the
law exacts (seeverse 18). Hislifewill
be pleasing to God, and He will bless

14

him, now andinthelifetocome(Psalm
19:11; Proverbs11:18; Matthew 6:33;
Revelation11:18; 22:12)!

Are our lives abundant? Are we
reaping the rewards of following
God's way of life? Have we begun
toenjoy thebenefitsof keeping God' s
commandments?

Every Sabbath, we enjoy the ben-
efitsof keepingit holy (Exodus20:8-
11), including physical rest, time
with our families, fellowship with
our brethren, and communion with
andinstruction from God. It may not
be “exciting,” but it isliving as He
wants us to live.

The same is true of keeping the
other commandments. If we have
happy families and marriages, we
are reaping the benefits of keeping
thefifth and seventh commandments
(verses 12, 14). If people find us
trustworthy and honest, we are be-
ing rewarded for keeping the eighth

and ninth commandments(verses15-
16). If we are content in our circum-
stances, our peace of mind derives
from practicing the tenth command-
ment (verse 17).

Moreover, if we see spiritual
growth taking place, and if we are
producing good fruitin our lives, we
are experiencing the results of a
strengthening relationshipwith God,
encapsulated in the first four com-
mandments (verses 2-11; Matthew
22:37-38). Such arelationship with
our Creator is the key to abundant
living, for there is no greater, more
sati sfying accomplishment than that
among men!

When wereach thispoint, wewill
have learned the godly perspective,
andwewill know that thelife of God
we live is definitely abundant liv-
ing—no matter what our circum-
stance (Philippians4:11)!

—Richard T. Ritenbaugh
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Peer-Pressure:
A Challenge for All

A few years ago, | was on atraining course with eleven
other technicians at our employer’s training school.

We were there to learn about some of the |atest telecom-
muni cationsequipment, and part of thetraininginvolveda
one-day field trip to see some of this equipment in opera-
tion. The morning of the field trip had been quite warm,
and when the instructor announced that we would go to a
nearby pubfor lunch, | joined the other studentsinthinking
what a good idea that was!

Theinstructor seemed quitefamiliar with thedirections
to the pub, but as our car turned into its parking lot, |
received my first clue that something was not quite right.
Thiswas no nice neighborhood pub, as | had anticipated.
This place looked as though it was long overdue for an
encounter with the wrecker’s ball!

Clue number two came when our instructor looked at
hiswatch and said, “ Oh, good! We'reearly! Weshould be
intimeto get ring-side seats!” Aswewalked from the car
to the side door of the pub, | was puzzling over possible
interpretationsof hisunusual statement when | wasjolted
into full realization of his meaning by clue number three:
a series of posters in the porch displaying photos of
scantily clad young women. Whilel wasfrantically won-
dering how | was going to get out of this fix, we were
already insidethedimly littavernandwalking around clue
number four: a gold and black elevating stage encircled
with small lights. Happily for me, it wasnot yet occupied.
There | was—a member of God'’ s church—in a strip-bar
surrounded by adozen colleagues all rubbing their hands
together asif it were a freezing-cold day!

Another incident, familiar tousall, occurred duringthe
early hours of Nisan 14, ap 31, in the city of Jerusalem.
God’ s Word supplies the narrative of this story:

Having arrested Him, they led Him and brought Him
into the high priest’ s house. But Peter followed at a
distance. Now when they had kindled a fire in the
midst of the courtyard and sat down together, Peter
sat among them. And a certain servant girl, seeing
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him as he sat by thefire, looked intently at him and
said, “This man was also with Him.” But he denied
Him, saying, “Woman, | do not know Him.” And
after alittle while, another saw him and said, “Y ou
also are of them.” But Peter said, “Man, | am not!”
Then after about an hour had passed, another con-
fidently affirmed, saying, “Surely this fellow also
waswith Him, for heisaGalilean.” But Peter said,
“Man, | do not know what you are saying!” Imme-
diately, while he was still speaking, the rooster
crowed. And the Lord turned and looked at Peter.
Then Peter remembered the word of the Lord, how
He had said to him, “Before the rooster crows, you
will deny Me three times.” So Peter went out and
wept bitterly. (Luke 22:54-62)

What does Peter’s denial of Jesus Christ have to do
with my experience at the pub? Thelink between the two
stories is the problem of peer-pressure. Peter, in his
ordeal inJerusalem, and | in minewere both experiencing
pressure from “peers’ with whom we had been thrown
together by circumstance. This article will examine the
few words that God has to say on the subject.

What Is Peer-Pressure?

The term peer-pressure does not normally appear in
dictionariesor encyclopedias, sowewill definethewords
separately from Webster’s Dictionary:

Peer: one that is of equal standing with another:
equal ; especially one belonging to the same societal
group and especially based on age, grade, or status.
Companion.

Pressure: the burden of physical or mental distress;
the constraint of circumstance; the weight of social
or economic imposition; the stress or urgency of
matters demanding attention.
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In everyday usage, peer-pressure is generally under-
stood to be the constraint that a person feels to conform
to the standards of the group he or sheiswith at any given
time. When thisoccurs, aperson feels pressured to be the
same asthe othersinthegroup, to talk asthey do, to dress
asthey do, to enjoy the samekind of entertainment asthey
do. Such pressure is often perceived rather than real. In
actuality, very few people pressure othersto be the same
as themselves, but it is quite natural for us to want to
conformor to belong. Not many peopl e enjoy standing out
and thus being rejected as different or weird.

Peer-pressure is not always necessarily a bad thing; it
can be positive or negative. Which of theseit turns out to
be depends heavily on the morals, character, and person-
ality of the members of the peer group, and hence, the
nature of the activities one feels heis being pressured to
participate in. It is not the perception of negative peer-
pressure that is wrong, but rather, the giving in to it—
especially if it leads one to compromise with God's
standards, or worse still, to deny Him. Asin Peter’ s case,
compromise may be due to fear, but in most cases in
today’ s Western, laissez-faire, anything-goes, whatever-
turns-you-on societies, such fear isusually unfounded.

So again, what isasimpledefinition of peer-pressure?
Itisthe perceived or real pressureto conformtothe group
with which one associates.

Who Are Our Peers?

Peersfitinto two main categories. Firstly, weall have our
regular peer groups with whom we spend much of our
time: for example, in church, school, work, sports activi-
ties, etc. Secondly, we can make a peer group out of an
assembly of people with whom we are put together on a
temporary basis, often by circumstance. Thiswas Peter’s
case with the soldiers and servants in the High Priest’s
house, and this was my case every time | attended a
training course.

Whichever of these categories we find ourselvesin at
any time, it is important for us to find and choose good
friends amongst our peers. This is not forgetting what
Jesus says about who is “good” in Matthew 19:17: “No
oneisgood but One, that is, God.” No, “good” friendsare
those who do not have obvious swearing, drinking, Smok-
ing, drug, or immorality problems. Despitethe oddsagai nst
it, such people can still be found in most schools and
workplaces.

The ideal, of course, would be to have other friends
from God's church attending the same school or work-
placeasourselves. If oneisblessed with such asituation,
he or she should make every effort to spend time with and
give support to the other person, even if there is an age
difference (which, for young people, may not be consid-
ered cool). If there are no other people from church at
one’s school or workplace, one might feel comfortable
with afriend who attends another church, aslong ashe or
sheisnot theaggressive, proselytizingtype. Although one
hesitates to make such a recommendation, we all need
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companionship, and the chances are that such a person
has higher moral standards than the norm.

Peer-Pressure at All Ages

We often think of peer-pressure as being the exclusive
domain of our teenage sons and daughters. Perhaps our
teensthink so too. In reality, thisis not the case. Both of
this article's introductory stories are instances of adult
peer-pressure. Most adults who are working or studying
in group environments would likely agree that they fre-
quently experience peer-pressure. Like teens, church
adults also must decline sports, parties, and social occa-
sionson Sabbathsand holy days. Liketeens, church adults
must decline and work around festivities such as Christ-
mas and Halloween. Like teens, church adults must ask
for time off to attend God’ sfeasts. Y es, adultsface all of
these challengesal ong with the associated explanationsto
peers who do not and cannot really understand.

In some respects, peer-pressure can be worse for
adultsthan it isfor young people. Certainly, the dangers
and penalties for compromise are more severe for a
baptized adult Christian because God considers such a
person to be more accountable. Learning to resist nega-
tive peer-pressure in our early years can prepare us to
resist more severe peer-pressure effectively in our adult
years.

What Does God Say?

If we desire to be God's children, we must choose His
way of life. The same goesfor young people. If wedesire
to be part of and reap the benefits of being part of a
Christian family, we too must choose God's standards.
Many teens are rapidly approaching their “age of deci-
sion” when they will haveto decidewhether to stay inthe
churchanddoit God’' sway, or leaveit and try their hands
at the world’s way. Although | was not brought up in a
church-of-God family, | was seventeen years old when |
arrived at my age of decision, which, due to my age and
the lack of alocal congregation, led to me being on the
outsidechompingat thebittogetin. Itishoped that few—
preferably none—of our teensare on theinside chomping
at the bit to get out!

We could not find the term peer-pressurein our dictio-
naries or encyclopedias, nor can we find the term in our
Bibles or concordances. The associated Bible words that
deal with this subject are conform and separate. What,
then, should we conformto?What should we not conform
to? What should we separate ourselves from?

* And do not be conformed to this world, but be
transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you
may prove what is that good and acceptable and
perfect will of God. (Romans 12:2)

* And we know that all things work together for
good to those who love God, to those who are the
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called according to His purpose. For whom He
foreknew, He also predestined to be conformed to
theimage of His Son, that He might be thefirstborn
among many brethren. (Romans 8:28-29)

These verses speak for themselves. We all must resist
the pressure of conforming to the standards of the world.
God the Father has predestined usto be conformed to the
image and standards of His firstborn Son, Jesus Christ!
However, if wedo this, some of our friendswill probably
reject us and separate themselves from us. What then?

Blessed are you when men hate you, and when they
excludeyou, and revileyou, and cast out your name
asevil, for the Son of Man’ ssake. Rejoiceinthat day
and leap for joy! For indeed your reward isgreat in
heaven. For in like manner their fathers did to the
prophets. (Luke 6:22-23)

Such rejection and separation can be tough for ayoung
person. It is not easy to face rebuff and exclusion from
those we consider friends. But what if we aretrying to do
what isright, and our old friends do not cut us off but hang
on to uswhile they continue to do wrong? This can be an
even worse problem because it then becomes our respon-
sibility toact:

Do not be unequally yoked together with unbeliev-
ers. For what fellowship has righteousness with
lawlessness? And what communion has light with
darkness? And what accord has Christ with Belial?
Or what part hasabeliever with an unbeliever? And
what agreement has the temple of God with idols?
For you arethetempleof theliving God. AsGod has
said, “I will dwell in them and walk among them. |
will be their God, and they shall be My people.”
Therefore “Come out from among them and be
separate, says the Lord. Do not touch what is
unclean, and | will receiveyou.” “1 will be a Father
toyou, and you shall be My sonsand daughters, says
the Lorp Almighty.” (Il Corinthians 6:14-18)

To clarify—at the risk of being repetitive—God is not
telling usto cut off our friendships with “ good” kids (or
adults). However, if they areinto al cohol, drugs, immoral -
ity, swearing, and they continue to hang on to our friend-
ship, it is a safe bet that, rather than our restoring them
with our good exampl e, they will drag usdown with their
bad one. Hard though it may be, it isup to usto sever the
relationship. If we do, God promises to reward us. We
should not think that wewill belonely and friendlessif we
have to take such action. God promises that He will
replace our old associates with real, true, good friends:

So Jesus answered and said, “Assuredly, | say to
you, there is no one who has left house or brothers
or sisters or father or mother or wife or children or
lands, for My sake and the gospel’s, who shall not
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receive an hundredfold now in this time—houses
and brothers and sisters and mothers and children
and lands, with persecutions—and in the age to
come, eternal life.” (Mark 10:29-30)

In addition, if we separate from those we should
separate from, and if we conform to those who we should
conformto, God promisesto put usin Jesus Christ’ s peer
group when He starts doing some separating of His own:

When the Son of Man comesinHisglory, and all the
holy angelswith Him, then He will sit on the throne
of Hisglory. All the nationswill be gathered before
Him, and Hewill separatethem onefromanother, as
ashepherd divideshissheep fromthegoats. And He
will set the sheep on Hisright hand, but the goatson
theleft. Thenthe King will say to those on Hisright
hand, “Come, you blessed of My Father, inherit the
kingdom prepared for you from thefoundation of the
world. ... Then Hewill also say to those on the | eft
hand, “ Depart from Me, you cursed, into everlasting
fire prepared for the devil and his angels. . . . And
these will go away into everlasting punishment,
but the righteous into eternal life.” (Matthew
25:31-34, 41, 46)

This is not meant to frighten anyone with “fear reli-
gion,” but as mentioned before, many young people are
approaching the age of decision, and they will soon be
asking themselvesthevital question, “ Should | stay inthe
church or should | leave?’ The ministry and members
really care about the young peopl e inthe church and want
what isbest for them. Weall wanttobein God’ sKingdom
together. TheKingdom of Godisreal, and webelievethat
it is coming soon. Thus, the window of opportunity to
choose God’'s way narrows with every day that passes
(Romans13:11).

Thechoiceishuge, but God hasput itinto very simple
terms—terms that are especially relevant to today’s
world:

... I have set beforeyou life and death, blessing and
cursing; thereforechooselife, that both you and your
descendants may live; that you may love the Lorp
your God, that you may obey Hisvoice, and that you
may cling to Him, for Heisyour life and the length
of your days; and that you may dwell in theland [of
promise]. (Deuteronomy 30:19-20)

God sees mattersin these stark terms: Thereisthe path
Heoffersus, whichisgood for usin every way, and there
are all other avenues, all of which lead to curses and
death. Most of our peers have not been offered this
choice—yet—so they have no inkling of the better way
found in God’s Word. But we have had it revealed to us,
and God urgesustorise abovethe demandsof our worldly
peers to seize what He offers with both hands.

—John Plunkett
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PERSONAL >»

A Priceless Gift

(continued from page 6)

will of God comewhat may, glorifying Himin our response.
How do we know precisely, in advance, exactly how God
is going to use us? Is this something we can assume?

A clear and hopeful signisthat God shows apatternin
protecting Noah and his family and bringing Lot out of
Sodom. Therefore, we can have hope that safety exists.
He also promises not to test us above what we are able (I
Corinthians 10:13). Nevertheless, a direct promise to
every Christian to “escape” is simply not there. It cannot

Adding or SSubtracting is Serious

What is so interesting in light of the many examples of
presumption availableto usonthe modern sceneisthat the
words most commonly used in both Old and New Testa-
ments to indicate sin are more specifically defined as “to
missthemark,” “toslip,” “tofall,” or “to wander from the
path.”

Those definitions at first seem rather innocuous. How-
ever, Deuteronomy 12:30-32 warns that to add to God's
Word isasnare. Then, Jesus adds to this serious warning
that to reject thecommandments of God to keep one’ sown
traditions is vanity—it is futile, useless (Mark 7:7-9).
Finally, the book of Revelation adds the clincher, saying
that anyonewho addsto or takesfrom God’ sWord will not
beinHisKingdom (Revelation22:18-19). Thissoundslike
serious business!

To add to or to subtract from God’s Word is not alight
matter. Inthisform of sintotal ignorance playsonly asmall
part; it issinin which knowledge of righteousnessisfully
available. Thoseinvolved, especially ininitiating the pre-
sumptions, should have known better than to do what they
did. We, thepeople of God, may find ourselvesinthiskind
of situation.

The examples of presumptuous sin in this article have
been drawn from real life, and for the most part, they are
the actions of entire organizations. But how about you
personally? Are you just “going along” because many
others are following the same course, and the conduct of
your lifehasbecometraditional ? Areyou guilty of turning
aside here and there becauseyou convinceyourself it does
not matter just this once, that God will understand, even
though you know what you are about to do is wrong?

The sacrificial laws cover situations where sins of this
sort may be committed. Leviticus 4.2 states, “ Speak to the
children of Israel saying: ‘ If aperson sins unintentionally
against any of the commandments of the Lorp in anything
which ought not to be done, and does any of them. . . ."”

“Unintentionally [ignorantly, KJV]” includesmorethan
one might think at first. It means“wander,” “err,” “make
amistake,” and “go astray,” and contains a strong sense
of ignorance and even inadvertence. It suggests a lack of
deep understanding of the seriousness of the sininvolved.
Inother words, regarding thissin, the person did not know
any better. It includes sins done with a degree of con-
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be assumed. Instead, wefind generalities, such asisstated
inZephaniah 2:3,“ Seek theL orbp, all you meek of theearth,
who have upheld His justice. Seek righteousness, seek
humility: It may bethat youwill behiddenintheday of the
Lorp’s anger” (emphasis added).

The pitfall for us is much the same as for those in the
world who are deceived by the once-saved, always-saved
doctrine. We, too, can easily take this for granted and
relax, rather than zealously seeking to grow and over-
come. We must be careful not to allow this to occur.

sciousness, an awareness of what one is doing—some-
thing done willingly out of weakness—but not sins done
deliberately.

For instance, the Bible clearly differentiates between
manslaughter and murder, and the underlying principle
revolvesaround presumption:

And if you sin unintentionally, and do not observe al
these commandments which the Lorp has spoken to
Moses. . . . [T]he person who does anything presump-
tuously, whether heis native-born or a stranger, that
one brings reproach on the Lorp, and he shall be cut
off from among his people. Because he has despised
the word of the Lorp, and has broken His command-
ment, that person shall be completely cut off; his guilt
shall beupon him. (Numbers 15:22, 30-31)

Manslaughter is to kill someone accidentally, while
murder isto take alife deliberately and willfully. To sin
presumptuously is to sin willfully. Those who overstep
their bounds and dare to act in a disobedient manner
commit presumptuous sins such as murder. The New
Testament wordtranslated“ presume” canmean “tothink,”
“tosuppose,” “todeal proudly, defiantly, and recklessly,”
and “to look down upon.” It shows an evil attitude and a
twisted thinking processfollowed by an action one knows
full well isabsolutely wrong to do.

Does God provide any examples of how He might react
to presumptuous sins? He has been quiet for along time
concerning the belligerent way mankind is living in our
time. However, a number of times in the past He has
reacted with sudden, explosive, and deadly resultsto those
who committed them.

In the next installment, we will look at several vivid
examples of those times in both testaments. It would be
good for those of uswho may have taken God' s quietude
for granted to remember Jesus’ statement about God's
judgment: “...towhommuchisgiven, from himmuchwill
be required” (Luke 12:48).

InChristianlove,

Y e

Forerunner = July 2005



Is Europe Dying?

by David C. Grabbe

For several years now, various media sources and
analysts have been discussing how the European
Union (EU) seems to be languishing—or treading
water, at best—while the U.S. continues to surge
ahead. This is not to suggest that either of these
trends will continue indefinitely; America certainly
has muchto answer to God for. However, anumber
of recent events beg the question of how viable the
EU really is.

Columnist Mark Steyn, in “The Strange Death of
the Liberal West” (The Telegraph, March 22, 2005),
puts it this way:

Almost every issue facing the EU—from immi-
gration rates to crippling state pension liabili-
ties—has at its heart the same glaringly plain
root cause: a huge lack of babies. . . . [Hluman
inventiveness depends on humans—and that's
the one thing we really are running out of.
When it comes to forecasting the future, the
birth rate is the nearest thing to hard numbers.
If only a million babies are born in 2005, it's
hard to have two million adults enter the work-
forcein 2025 (or 2033, or 2041, orwhenever...).
If that’s not a political issue, what is? To cite
only the most obviously affected corner of the
realm, what's the long-term future of the Scot-
tish National Party if there are no Scottish
nationals? . . . The hyper-rationalism of post-
Christian Europe turns out to be wholly irratio-
nal: what's the point of creating a secular utopia
if it's only for one generation?

Steyn also noted three months later, “A political
entity hostile to the three principal building blocks
of functioning societies—religion, family and wealth
creation—was never a likely bet for the long term”
(“My Virility Doesn’t Matter—the EU’s Does,” The
Telegraph, June 28, 2005). It should be noted that,
of the three tenets that Steyn identifies, the U.S. is
tenaciously holding onto only the last.

According to a report by the New Frontiers
Foundation, there is as much truth as witin Steyn’s
statements. Fertility rates in America, India, Indo-
nesia, and the Philippines suggest that these popu-
lations will grow significantly over the next fifty
years. Yet, Europe’s population, on its current
trajectory, will decline by almost 10%. The work-
ing-age population of the Eurozone will have fallen
from 203 million to around 160 million. Assuming
that the same proportion of the population will be
working (62%), this implies a fall in the workforce
from 127 million to roughly 100 million. The Eurozone
will essentially lose 27 million workers while simul-
taneously gaining 35-40 million retirees, looking for
a government pension that its governments may
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notbe able to pay. Thisis alarge part of the reason
the governments of the EU favor very loose immigra-
tion policies—to help pay into the public coffers.
But in addition to defying logic—Europe already
has more people than it can employ—unchecked
immigration has brought on its own crisis as the
various cultures fail to integrate.

Even as the demographics of the EU paint a
gloomy picture, the very bedrock of the Union—the
EU Constitution—is crumbling, and may in fact be
finished. On May 29, 2005, France held a referen-
dum on whether to accept the EU Constitution.
Fifty-seven percent of the citizens voted against the
Constitution. A few days later, the Dutch rejected
the Constitution by a margin of 62 to 38. Exactly
what happens now is uncertain. The EU Constitu-
tion may be allowed to die altogether. Alternatively,
the French and Dutch may get to vote again—until
they “get it right.” Or, their respective legislatures
may simply deem the referendum as non-binding
and pass the Constitution anyway. Nevertheless,
even if the Constitution is somehow rammed
through, itis not lost on Europe—or the world—that
when the people were given a voice, they soundly
rejected the bloc’s founding document.

On the economic front, things are not faring
much better. The EU recently agreed to weaken the
fiscal rules that underpin the euro, allowing France
and Germany in particular to take on more debt
without penalty. While this may help some coun-
tries in the short term, the larger issue is that this
move demonstrates to the financial world that the
EU is not willing to abide by its own rules when it
would benefit the more influential nations in the
Union. The resultis thatthe eurois seen as slightly
less reliable. In addition, in the first week of April,
the European Commission slashed the economic
growth forecasts for 2005 from a slow 2% down to
aweak 1.6%. Thisis ontop of the low-to-no growth
of the past few years.

These factors, taken along with a German unem-
ploymentrate unrivalled since the lead-up to World
War I, as well as the popular unrest resulting from
the myriad immigration issues—particularly the
utter failure to integrate Muslim immigrants into a
“Christian”/secular culture—make it easy to see
why some commentators and analysts are already
talking about “post-EU Europe.”

None of thisis to say that the Beast of Revelation
13 and 17 will not arise out of the continent of
Europe. However, as with the Axial Period of the
sixth century Bc, new powers often arise only when
the current ones fall. It seems highly probable that,
if the Beast is to come out of Europe, he will not
come from the institutions of the European Union—
but from its dust and ashes. u

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



BiBLE STUDY:

THE PARABLE OF THE
TALENTS

Part One

Following the Parable of the Ten Virgins (Matthew 25:1-13),
Jesus continues without a break in His teaching to His dis-
ciples. This continuity of thought makes the Parable of the
Talents (verses 14-30) afitting complement to the preceding
parable. Jesusiscareful tobalanceHisinstruction by teaching
another important requirement for Hisservantsto fulfill prior
to Hisreturn. He does not want His disciples to assume that
the previous parable constituted His entire warning.

In the Parable of the Ten Virgins, Jesus reveal sthe neces-
sity of developing inward character, but in the Parable of the
Talents, He combines that need with the encouragement to
manifest good works. The virgins teach usthe need to watch
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1. What do the various images in the Parable of the Talents
represent? Matthew 25:14-30.

CommMmENT: The wealthy man (referred to as “lord” by his
servants) is“the Son of Man,” Jesus Christ (Matthew 25;13).
Hisjourney into the far country parallels Christ’s departure
into heaven after His ascension. The servants stand for the
twelve disciples and thus all the followers of Christ down
through the ages, and the talents they receive represent the
spiritual gifts Jesus passes on to His servants. The absence
of the lord from his home pictures the absence of Christ’'s
visible presenceontheearth, and hisreturnisJesus' promised
return. Thetrading that the servantsare expected to do during
their master’s absence suggests the faithful use of spiritual
gifts and opportunities for service that Jesus' disciples are
expected to practice. Onthemaster’ sreturn, hecommendsthe
servants, showing what will happen at Christ’s return, when
each Christian’s service will be rewarded. The judgment on
theone servant who failedin histrust isawarning against not
using or misusing hisgifts. [Note: Thephrase, “ Thekingdom
of heavenis’ (verse14), isinitalics, meaningthatitisnotin
the original, but was added by translators for clarity.]

2. What exactly isatalent? What isits spiritual significance?
Matthew 25:15.

ComMENT: The talent was not a coin but aweight, and so its
value obviously depended on whether the coinage involved
wascopper, silver, or gold. Themost common metal wassilver.
Theoriginal Greek wordfor “talent” istalantos, whichrefers
to quantity. As Jesus uses it, a talent is not something we
possess, but which He possesses and loans to His servants.
Inthe parable, all talents belonged to thelord, who entrusted
them to his servants for use in trade.

Spiritually, the talents represent the gift of the complete
revelation of God asgiveninthe Bible, including the knowl-
edge of His plan of salvation and the gospel of the coming
Kingdom of God. It also includes His spiritual gifts to the
church, such as speaking and understanding languages, preach-
ing, teaching, discernment, knowledge, and wisdom, among
many others(Romans11:29; 12:6-8; | Corinthians12:1-11).

and be ready; the talents teach us our responsibility to work
until Hisreturn.

Jesus knew the human tendency to think that, because He
wastherein person, Hisdisciplesdid not havetowork, leading
tolazinessand freel oading asaperson becomesdependent on
the support of another. Thus, He urgesHisdisciples, not only
to be ready by watching for His return, but also to work
diligently toward it. The first parable portrays the virgins
waiting for their Lord, which requires mental and spiritual
preparation and watching, while the Parable of the Talents
showstheservantsof theLord working for Him, which entails
profitableactivity.
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What we “trade” with while He is absent belongsto Him.
Our natural abilities are comparatively insignificant and of
little value, but God has given us spiritual wealth to use by
investingitinsupportingthework of God. Thesetalents, then,
are not amatter of thingswe own or of strengthswe have, but
arepart of thegrace of God, provided for the church’ sbenefit.
3. What is the difference between atalent and an ability?
ComMmEeNT: God' sgiftsaccomplish much morethrough some
peoplethan they do through others, asis seen in how much
the lord bestows on each servant. Every true servant of
Christ receives the Holy Spirit, but different servants re-
ceive differing amounts of spiritual understanding from
God. Wedo not receive more from Him than we can under-
stand and use. Because God'’s servants differ in aptitude,
He accordingly bestows His gifts to each servant as He
pleases(l Corinthians12:11).

The lord knew the trading ability of his chosen servants,
and he distributed histalents accordingly. Talent and ability
are two different things. Talents are the spiritual gifts of the
Master, whileability ispower fromour natural fitnessand skill.
A person may havegreat natural ability, yet no spiritual gifts.
Natural ability, however, one of God’ sphysical gifts, isoften
necessary for the reception of spiritual gifts. This was no
reflection on the third servant because he only received one
talent; he could not handle more. Each servant of Christ
receivesfor hisserviceall that he needs and can use (Romans
12:4-9; | Corinthians12:4-30).

This parable teaches us several things. God gives people
differing gifts. Work well doneisrewarded with still more
work to do. The personwho useshisgiftswill begivenmore,
while the person who does not will lose even what he has.
If aperson usesagift, heisincreasingly ableto do morewith
it, and a person who does not try is punished. The only way
tokeep aspiritual giftistouseitinthe service of God and
one another.

In Part Two, we will analyze the unequal allocation of
talents, how they were used and misused, and how the ser-
vants were rewarded.




