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PeI'S Ol’lal from John W, Ritenbaugll

Communication

and Leaving

Part One

Ba]oylon

Revelation 18:4 records this sobering command: “And I heard another voice ][rom lzeaven, saying,

‘Come out o][ her, my peop/e, est you share in her sins, and lest you receive o][ her p/agues.

This is sobering because the course of thisworld is
closer than ever to reaching its anti-God fullness.
There has never been a time in the out-working of
God's purpose when this advice is more urgently
needed.

Among mankind, the course of the world did not
begin in the original Babylon but in the Garden of
Edenwiththedisbelieving conduct of Adam and Eve.
They introduced the alien spirit and conduct among
mankind—they weremankind at that time. Under the
deceitful influence of Satan, they disbelieved God,
following the Devil’ sline of reasoning and conduct.
They spread it to their children, who spread it to their
children, and so forth.

In that manner, it became the way of life of all of
mankind until God called afew, and they repented. It
was in the city of Babylon, first under Nimrod and
then under Nebuchadnezzar, that its concepts were
perfected and forced on concentrated masses of
people. These peoplethenimposedit on othersthrough
whatever methods necessary.

God dealt with those two Babylons, destroying
them. God directly confronted thefirst by destroying
the people’ s ability to communicate with each other,
and they were thus scattered over the face of the

e

earth. Hedealt with the second lessdirectly by raising
up the Medo-Persian Empire to destroy Babylon's
powerful influence.

With both of those Babylons, the influence was
localized. Thefirst was concentrated in asmall area,
and its ways were imposed on relatively few people.
The second Babylon’'s geographical influence was
greatly expanded, but it was still contained withinthe
Middle East’ s Fertile Crescent. However, itsarmies,
economicand educational policies, andreligionsforced
anti-God ways on many more people. Most impor-
tantly, among those affected were the ancestors of
the peopleswho make up the modern Western world—
the part of the world now known as the bastion of
Christianity—and they wereamong thosemost strongly
affected. The effects of that contact reverberate to
thisday in our cultures.

Now we have reached the time the Bible calls
“thelast days” or “the end time.” We stand on the
cusp of the Tribulation and Day of the Lord, and
God’' sWord prophesiesthat Babylonwill once again
be on the scene of events—only thistime its pow-
erful influence will be felt worldwide. This time,
Babylon not only has dominant armies, powerful
economic and educational systems, and strongly en-
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PGI’S Ol’lal Communication and Leaving Baby/on

trenched and popular religions, it also has extremely
effective mass communication networks to disseminate
its ways into the minds of men, influencing men against
their Creator and His people.

Thus, God's urgent warning to take action while one
can. The influence of Babylon isimposed through com-
munication. It occurs when we experience countless
exampl es of misguided conduct by thosewho—unknown
to them—are already enslaved by its evil influence.

The Battle to Resist

The apostles Paul and John speak of thislargely unrecog-
nized burden mankind carries. In Il Corinthians 4:3-4,
Paul writes, “ Butevenif our gospel isveiled, itisveiledto
those who are perishing, whose minds the god of thisage
hasblinded, who do not believe, lest thelight of the gospel
of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God, should
shine on them.”

Additional subtleinfluence occurswhenaperson expe-
riencesBabylon’ swaysand wordsand failsto monitor the
attitudes he picks up and lives. Perhaps above all, men
must deal with theinaudible but nonethel essattractiveand
powerful spiritual communication of Babylon’sinvisible
god and leader, the prince of the power of the air, and his
hordes of equally invisible demons. Resisting it can be a
daunting task even for those aware that this communica-
tionisoccurring; it callson oneto be constantly on guard.
Nevertheless, resisting the communication is the key to
blunting Babylon’ssirencall.

God admonishes us to come out of her, but there is
physically no placeto go! Theinfluence of Satan through
Babylon’s powers of communication is everywhere. In
Revelation 12:9, the apostle John confirms we have no
place to run because this world’s god and his assistants
have been permitted to communicate with and deceive
mankind over the whole earth: “So the great dragon
was cast out, that serpent of old, called the Devil and
Satan, who deceives the whole world; he was cast to
the earth, and his angels were cast out with him.” We
have been born into this ready-made, deceived world,
takenit for granted, and absorbed it until God revealed an
aternative.

Compared to previous Babylons, the major difference
in what we now face in modern Babylon lies in the
intensity, availability, and receptivity of its communica-
tion. Asfar as we know, mankind has never before been
confronted by these twisted, persuasive, demonic powers
asheistoday. They now havetheglobal useof thevisible
and audibleinfluenceof radio, music, movies, television,
and the Internet, in addition to the entrenched systems of
thought and standards of conduct.

There is no place to run. The battle to resist, then, is
almost entirely internal—it isfought right wherewelive
and conduct the business of life. What we must believe,
and trust with steely determination and discipline, isthat
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God never gives a person aresponsibility impossible to
perform (see the principlein | Corinthians 10:13). What
God commands of us we can do! Therefore, if He
commands we come out, we can come out right wherewe
are. The coming out will not be a physical leaving of a
geographical area but a departure from Babylon’s spiri-
tual and physical influence.

Thisisnot to say that changing one’ s physical location
will not be helpful in fighting the spiritual battle—just as
not frequenting aden of iniquity has definite advantages!
Itislogical to assumethat theintensity of evil communi-
cation would beworsein the heart of Babylon than outin
the hinterlands. However, we must acknowledge the
reality that we can take Babylon’s influence with us
wherever we might go on earth. Even going to live on a
deserted island will not spare us the burden of the influ-
ence Babylon has already exerted on us.

The Power of the Air

Revelation 18:2 addsadditional information regarding
the ubiquitous nature of evil communication: “And he
cried mightily withaloud voice, saying, ‘ Babylonthegreat
isfallen, isfallen, and hasbecomeahabitation of demons,
aprisonfor every foul spirit, and acagefor every unclean
and hated bird.”” In God’ s description of Babylon’s evil
qualities, He links demons with birds—not just any birds
but unclean and hated birds, ones that display in their
natural characteristics activities humans find disgusting
andrevolting.

America snational symbol, thebald eagle, isbeautiful
tobeholdand mgjesticinflight, butitisalsoacarrion eater,
feeding on the dead, and aviciouskiller, relentlessly and
ruthlessly seeking to devour. Then there is the vulture,
ugly tobehold, which stripstheflesh of anything, including
unburied human dead. Other birds, like certain types of
owls, have somewhat similar characteristics, yet are
nocturnal in their habits, seeking to attack and kill under
the cover of the darkness of night. They al so seem to seek
out ruins of buildings as their habitats, places that men
perceive to be cursed.

God paints Babylon as a dangerous place inhabited by
predators, asif it isthe very generator and purveyor of all
evil on earth. Babylon has spread its influence over the
whole earth, but in another sense, itsheart and corearein
one place. Paul writesin Ephesians 2:1-3:

And you He made alive, who were dead in tres-
passesand sins, inwhichyouoncewalked according
tothecourse of thisworld, according to the prince
of the power of the air, the spirit who now works
inthe sons of disobedience, amongwhom alsowe
all once conducted ourselves in the lusts of our
flesh, fulfilling the desires of the flesh and of the
mind, and were by nature children of wrath, just as
the others.



In this chapter’s first ten verses, Paul is showing that
the children of God—us—who were once objects of
God’' swrath, areby Hisgracelegally and spiritually freed
from the clutches of Satan’s dominion. However, the
influences of the world Satan has fashioned remain to be
dealt with and overcome.

Satan is described as a spirit who is “prince of the
power of theair.” Thisphrasehasafamiliar ringtoit, but
alternative translations may be better suited to under-
standing. The New English Bible calls him “commander
of the spiritual powers of the air now at work among
God’ s rebel subjects.” The Concordat Literal New Tes-
tament rendersit as“ chief of thejurisdiction of theair, the
spirit now operating in the sons of stubbornness.”

Webster’s gives as one of the usages for jurisdiction,
“the limits, or territory within which authority may be
exercised.” Thisparticular jurisdictioniswhereair exists,
tyinginwiththeword“heavenly” in Ephesians6:12: “[We
wrestle] against spiritual hosts of wickedness in the
heavenly places.” Here, “heavenly” refers, not to the
place of God's throne, but to the first heaven, the air
surrounding the earth in which birds fly. Thisalso links
with Revelation 18:2 and its “unclean and hated birds,”
symbolizing demons. Birds operate in the same heaven
Satan commands.

God gave Satan and his demon assistants substantial
authority over everything fromthe earth’ satmosphereon
downtotheearthitself, whichincludesus, itsinhabitants.
We must never forget that, in large part, our wrestling, as
Paul terms it, is with these spirits. We inhabit the same
space they do.

These evil spiritsindeed use deceived peopleto carry
out their plansto destroy thosein whom God lives. These
peoplearelikely under the strong influence of those spirit
authorities, and because they are deceived, they are
unaware that they are being used! They are not necessar-
ily possessed, asthe Bibleshowssomeare, but influenced
by demons to act against our best interests.

Communicating Throug’h Air

Air is that substance, that realm, through which most
communication travels. Sound is possible because of the
vibration of air. Communicationinvolving el ectronic me-
dia, satellites, television, radio, the Internet, etc., travels
through the air. In fact, when speaking of radio transmis-
sions especially, it is common to refer to them as “air-
waves.”

Anamazing discovery isworth considering in terms of
the transmission of attitudes and thoughts. There are
forms of communication that require no sound, but they
nonetheless involve the ability of air to be the common
medium for communication.

Japanese scientist Masaru Emoto authored a small
book, Hidden Messages in Water, which is a brief
explanation of things he discovered in his studies of the
crystallization of water. Init, hewritesof vibration, saying
that every cell in our body is vibrating at the rate of 570

trillion vibrations per second. Perhaps the major reason
we are able to see, in addition to being able to hear, is
because of thevibrationsof theair we breatheand livein!
Air makes visible communication possible in addition to
audiblecommunication.

The bulk of Mr. Emoto’s book is concerned with the
structure of water and how it is affected by its environ-
ment. As we know, each snowflake, which is nothing
more than frozen water, is made up of an endless series
of six-sided, crystal-shaped ice formations. It is claimed
that nobody has ever seen two of the exact same forma-
tions. Emoto discovered that the crystal formations of
water become distorted and misshaped under negative
circumstances. As long as the water is pure, its crystals
are beautifully shaped, but when it becomes poisoned in
some way—say, with bleach—the crystals become ugly.
In some cases, they will no longer even form.

More amazingly, he also discovered that the crystalli-
zation of even pure water becomes distorted in the
presence of ahuman in anegative attitude. Simply, inthe
presence of anger, envy, frustration, or a negative fear,
the beautiful crystals of even purewater begin to deform.
Somehow, the person’s negative vibrations, their self-
centered, angry, and enviousthoughts, are communicated
to the water, and it reacts.

From our own experiences, we know that things of this
sort are possible in the human world. If a person comes
into our presencein an angry attitude, we quickly know
it because it is communicated. The communication
may not beverbal—visual communicationisenough. We
sense it, and almost immediately, we react by putting up
our guard.

Plants, too, respond positively to theloving concern of
those taking care of them. We find this acceptable be-
cause we know that plants are living entities. But thisis
water. |sthere some form of life in water itself? In John
7:37-39, the apostlewrites:

On the last day, that great day of the feast, Jesus
stood and cried out, saying, “ If any onethirsts, let him
cometoMeanddrink. Hewho believesinMe, asthe
Scripturehassaid, out of hisheart will flow riversof
living water.” But this He spoke concerning the
Spirit, which those believing in Him would receive;
for the Holy Spirit was not yet given, because Jesus
was not yet glorified.

I's there more to His statement than meets the eye? | do
not know.

| cannot personally account for what Mr. Emoto re-
ports. No one can say how the person’s attitude is
transferred to the water. |Is there demonic influence? At
present, it seemslikely that thisocean of air, inwhich we
move and which supports our lives, communicates the
vibrations that alter the crystals.

A factor God wants us to realize more completely and
fully isthat we are not alonein this ocean of air. Even as
vicious sharks and barracuda prowl! the water, their
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demonic counterparts, symbolized as foul and unclean
raptors and carrion-eaters, inhabit the ocean of air right
along with us. It isessential to our spiritual well-being to
heed Paul’ swarning in Ephesian 6:10-12 that our battles
are against these creatures, and they are fighting tooth-
and-toenail to hang on to what they believe is theirs by
first-occupancy rights. Earth, the Bible plainly tells us,
was “their first estate” (Jude 6, KJV). They hate us
because we are becoming like the Father and Son, and
because they know this earth, our inheritance, will be
taken from them and given to the sons of God, those who
are in Hisimage.

On the surface, they have advantages over us because
they are invisible to our eyes. As spirit beings, they
apparently vibrate at a different frequency than we do,
thus our eyes are not naturally equipped to see them. In
addition, they can communicate their thoughts and atti-
tudes to our minds through the very air that supports our
lives without us even being aware.

If human thoughts and attitudes can be communicated
through the air to plants and water, why can demonic
thoughts not be communicated to another living being—
us—without them overtly revealing themselves? Most
peoplein thisworld do not know they are deceived or
how they became deceived. Satan and his demons
have not sat us all down to tell us, “We are here to
deceive you.” We know only because God’'s Word re-
veals this truth to us, and we believe it. Despite this
happening in our lives, deception can still be communi-
cated to us unless we are astute enough to take care that
it does not happen again.

Nevertheless, deception and its resulting behaviors
have been communicated to us through the culture we
were born into. The culture, the world around us, is the
medium of thiscorrupting communication. Wehave been
freed from deception by God’ srevelation of Himself, but
theurgent admonitionfromour Lordand Savioris, “Don’t
be passive concerning theresponsibilitiesyour liberation
hasimposed. Takeaction because the communication can
be reabsorbed, enslaving you once again.”

This World’s Course

InEphesians2:2, Paul writesof “the courseof thisworld.”
The Greek word kosmos, translated into the English word
“world,” essentially means an “orderly system.” To hu-
man eyes beholding all the activity throughout the earth,
theworldlooksanything but orderly. Itlooksconfusing, to
say theleast. However, that conclusion dependson one’'s
perspective.

What is going on to discerning eyes, the eyes of oneto
whom God hasrevealed Himself, isan orderly system of
deception cloaked by restless activity among humans
involved in constant wars, thousands of religions, evil
conduct, corrupting entertainments, and other distracting,

6 DECEMBER 2005

time-wasting business and social vanities. All of this
restless activity isin reality nothing but a smokescreen
hiding asinister influence from discovery.

Notice something to which we generally do not pay
much attention. The word “world” appears as the
object of thepreposition “ of.” Thisprepositional phrase
modifies* course,” showing usthat Paul is speaking of
a specific “course” available to us to choose from
among others. The Greek word translated “course,”
aion, is especially interesting. At first, it indicates “an
age,” “an indefinite period of time,” and by extension,
“ perpetuity.”

However, Vine' s Dictionary of New Testament Words
provides an interesting alternative, saying that it also
means, “Time viewed in relation to what takes place
duringthat period” (emphasisadded). Aion, then, doesnot
havetomean simply “time” in someform: Vineshowsthat
it is correctly translated “place” in Hebrews 5:6. Other
commentatorsgointo greater detail, but wewill quoteonly
two highly respected ones that other commentators fre-
guently cite as authorities.

First, Richard C. Trench is aresource virtually every
commentator eventually quotes on the definitions of bib-
lical words. He defines aion as:

. .. dl that floating mass of thought, opinions,
maxims, speculations, hopes, impulses, aims and
aspirationsat any time currentintheworld, whichis
impossibleto seizeand accurately define, but which
constitutes a most real and effective power, being
our moral or immoral atmosphere which at every
moment of our lives we inhale, again inevitably
exhale.

Aion, translated as “course” in Ephesians 2:2, is the
vague, ever-present immaterial realm that we are sur-
rounded by andlivein. Itisinterestingthat Trenchtieshis
definitiontoair, inthat, even aswe unconsciously breathe
air in and out to sustain life, the course of the world is
every bit as necessary to carnal life and is affecting us
invisibly and constantly.

Second, Johann A. Bengel adds that aionis, “. . . the
subtle informing spirit of the Kosmos, or world of men
whoareliving alienated and apart from God.” Thisiswhat
Germans termed zeitgeist, the spirit of the age—the
“informingspirit”! Theterm“spirit” isusedtoindicatethe
invisible, immaterial influence whose characteristics are
absorbed and then manifested in theattitudesand conduct
of the general population of a given people.

An American commentator, Kenneth Wuest, is very
helpful at thisjuncture:

To distinguish between aion and kosmos, kosmos

givestheover-all picture of mankind alienated from

God during all of history, and aion represents any
(continued on page 14)



prophecy watch

THE BIRTH OF JESUS CHRIST

PART ONE: ANNUNCIATION

The world, with its catchy ditties, pretty lights, red-nosed reindeer,
and candy canes, has taken all the meaning out of Christmas!

That probably sounds strange coming from someone in
the church of God. Indeed, God'’ s peopl e should not keep
Christmas, asitisnowherebiblically commanded, andits
fundamental dishonesty and pagan nature make it un-
christian. However, theworld’ scelebration of Christmas
has wrung all meaning out of the biblical passages that
deal with Christ’s birth. Now they are known as little
more than lyrics for Christmas songs.

In“TheMessiah,” George Frideric Handel tried—and
in many ways succeeded—to expressin music the glory
of those biblical passages, but in most cases, they are
trivialized, commercialized, or some way denigrated so
that their real meaning is obscured or even eliminated.
What has come down to us as traditional understanding
isapaleimitation of what the Gospel writers, particularly
Matthew and Luke, tried to get across to their readers.

The accounts of Christ’s birth are now so common-
place and stereotyped that we rarely give them even a
thought. Church of God members tend to avoid them
because they contain connotations of theworld’ sway of
looking at Christ’'s birth. Many of us rarely even read
those passages in the Bible anymore, but we should
because they are quite significant. They must be, since
Godincluded theminHisWord intwo different gospels.

Paul writes in Il Timothy 3.16-17, “All Scriptureis
givenby inspiration of God, andisprofitablefor doctrine,
for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteous-
ness, that the man of God may be complete, thoroughly
equipped for every good work.” Perhaps we think of
these passages about Jesus’ birth asless than others due
to the way the world has hijacked them. However, by
seeing them in a correct light, we can come to a greater
appreciation for them beyond the traditional Christmas
portrayal.

LUKE’'SACCOUNT

Lukeisan extraordinary historian. He not only gives us
thefacts of what happened, but he also tellsan entertain-
ing story whiledoing so. Heisamaster of concisewriting,
and though at times an economy of words omits details
that might beinteresting toknow, L ukeincludesprecisely
what isneeded. Heisalso giftedin hel ping areader make
the right connections between what had happened and
what would happen.

“The beloved physician” isprobably the most literary
of the Gospel writers, having produced a masterpiece of
literature. He tends to be a little more artistic in his
approach to Christ’s life. He employs foreshadowing,
makes historical references, uses dramatic effects, all
whilemoving the story along with an economy of words.

As a biographer, Luke wants his audience to know
what happened in Jesus’ life, but as a member of God’'s
church, and most likely aminister, he al so wantsto teach
us what Christ taught, as well as what He means to a
Christian. All thisis packed into the gospel of Luke.

WebegininLukel. Many peopleknow thewording of
these passages by heart, because they are lyrics of
Christmas songs, or they are recited in Christmas plays
at schools and in Protestant churches. We have heard
them regularly for years and years.

Now in the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent
by God to a city of Galilee named Nazareth, to a
virgin betrothed to a man whose name was Joseph,
of thehouseof David. Thevirgin’snamewasMary.
Andhavingcomein, theangel saidto her, “ Rejoice,
highly favored one, theLordiswithyou; blessed are
you among women!” But when she saw him, she
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was troubled at his saying, and considered what
manner of greeting thiswas. Then the angel said to
her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found
favor with God.” (Luke 1:26-30)

Any modern newspaper editor would look at hisopen-
ing salvo and say, “What awonderful opening paragraph
for this story!” Luke gives the who, what, where, and
when right away, and gets to the why in short order. A
complex sceneis set out in order in just afew words.

Former Catholics will recognize verse 28 from the
recitation of therosary, “Hail, Mary, full of grace,” taken
from Jerome’'s Latin Vulgate, but the Greek does not
read anything likethat. Nor isthere any authority to pray
thisto her. What the angel, probably Gabriel, really says
to her is, “Rejoice, Mary, because you have found favor
with God.” Sheisso highly favored that the Lord blesses
her, among all women on earth at the time, to be chosen
for the honor of bearing and raising His Son.

Luke is actually suggesting, not that Mary should be
adored for her favor with God, but that God should receive
glory and adoration for bestowing such ablessing on her.
He is the source of her favor; He givesit by grace to her,
not because she was somehow qualified for it. She must
have been a pretty good person, but she was not converted
at thetime. Shewasan ordinary Jewessof thelineof David,
though perhaps specially prepared for thisblessing. Nev-
ertheless, God displays His graciousness, not Mary’s.

Most commentaries guess that she was about fourteen
years old at the time, as that was the age when women
commonly married then. Perhaps she was a little older.
Tradition says that Joseph himself was an older man and
might have desired aslightly older wife than was normal.

Verse 29 states that she was perplexed, agitated, or
disturbed by what the angel said to her. She probably had
noideawhat tothink, but to her credit, shedid not become
flighty or meltintoaquivering mass. The Scripturesbring
out that Mary was a serious thinker. In Luke 2:51, the
evangelist tells us that she “kept all these things [con-
cerning Jesus] in her heart,” suggesting that she was
patient, thoughtful, and wise. Shedid not jump to concl u-
sions but let matters play out.

QUOTING SCRIPTURE
The angel continues:

“And behold, you will conceive in your womb and
bring forth ason, and shall call His name Jesus. He
will be great, and will be called the Son of the
Highest; and the Lord God will give Him thethrone
of His father David. And He will reign over the
house of Jacob forever, and of His kingdom there
will beno end.” Then Mary said to theangel, “How
can this be, since | do not know a man?’ and the
angel answered and saidto her, “ TheHoly Spiritwill
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come upon you, and the power of the Highest will
overshadow you; therefore, also, that Holy One
whoistobebornwill becalledthe Son of God. Now
indeed, Elizabeth your relativehasal so conceived a
sonin her old age; and thisisnow thesixth monthfor
her who was called barren. For with God nothing
will be impossible.” Then Mary said, “Behold the
maidservant of the Lord! Let it be to me according
to your word.” And the angel departed from her.
(Lukel:31-38)

Theangel isactually quoting or paraphrasing Scripture
to her, particularly two Messianic propheciesfrom|saiah
that many religious Jews probably had on thetipsof their
tongues. They were expecting Messiah to come soon,
and knew these prophecies had to come to pass for
Messiah to be born.

The first is from Isaiah 7:14: “Therefore the Lorp
Himself will give you a sign: Behold, the virgin shall
conceive and bear a son, and shall call His name
Immanuel.” Immanuel means “God with us.” Gabriel
inserts a different name, one that God’'s Son would
normally be called: Jesus, which means “Savior.” It is
really not so different since only God Himself can save.

The second part of Gabriel’s paraphrase comes from
Isaiah9:6-7:

For unto usaChildisborn, untousaSonisgiven; and
the government will be upon His shoulder. And His
name will be called Wonderful, Counselor, Mighty
God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. Of the
increase of His government and peace there will be
no end. Upon the throne of David and over His
kingdom, to order it and establish it with judgment
and justicefromthat timeforward, evenforever. The
zeal of the Lorp of hostswill perform this.

How did the angel convince Mary of what was hap-
pening? He quoted Old Testament propheciesto her! In
effect, hetellsher, “Look, Mary. God has chosen you to
fulfill these prophecies.”

In response, she asksavery practical question: “How
can this be? | can’t have a baby. Joseph and | have not
consummated the marriage.” He replies to her in a
parallelism, aform of speech that Hebrew and Aramaic
speakers often used to add detail to their statements:
“TheHoly Spiritwill comeuponyou,” andthen hedefines
what he means: “And the power of the Highest will
overshadow you.” Putting these two clausestogether, he
definesthe Holy Spirit as the power of the Highest; itis
God'’ s ability to effect this miracle.

The angel’s use of “overshadow” was undoubtedly
comfortingto her. Tous, it might soundintimidatingto be
overshadowed by the power of the Highest, but Mary,
well-versed in Scripture, gives no reaction that it fright-
ened her. Perhaps she thought of Exodus 40:34-38, in



which similar language is used of God covering the
Tabernaclein thewilderness with the pillar of cloud and
fire. To an Israelite, it was comforting to think that God
would hover above them like an eagle over its nest, with
wingsoutspread, protecting, providing, and hel ping.

It may have also made her think of the constant
miracles that God did on behalf of His people in the
wilderness. God provided for them constantly for forty
years, and the Bibleisclear that nothing happened unless
God allowed it. Through Gabriel, God wastelling Mary,
“1"m going to take care of all of this. Thereisno need to
worry.” And apparently, her anxieties disappeared.

God then gives her asign to confirm what He has just
said. He tells her to visit her cousin, Elizabeth—an old,
barren woman, whom she would find to be six months
pregnant! This was also a sign to show Mary that
everything would be fine. When she went to see her
cousin (Luke 1:39-42), the as-yet-unborn John the Bap-
tist leapedin Elizabeth’ swomb, confirmingto both Eliza-
beth and Mary that everything that they had heard was
true. Moreover, Elizabeth repeats what the angel said to
Mary: “Blessed are you among women. Blessed is the
fruit of your womb” (verse 42).

Verse37, " ForwithGod nothingwill beimpossible,” is
another comforting reference to the Old Testament. A
moreliteral transl ation of hisstatement would be, “ For no
saying from God shall bevoid of power,” or “ For noword
from God shall be powerless.” This makes it a para-
phrase of Isaiah 55:11: “So shall My word be that goes
forth from My mouth; it shall not return to Me void, but
it shall accomplish what | please, and it shall prosper in
the thing for which | sent it.”

In effect, he assures her, “Thisis certain because God
hassaid so.” Her responsereflectsthat sheiscompletely
convinced by this: “Behold the maidservant of the Lord!
Letit betomeaccordingtoyour word” (Luke1:38). This
is reminiscent of Hannah's attitude in | Samuel 2. Like
her, Mary submits unconditionally to God’s election of
her for thistask. She says, “I am the Lord’ s servant. He
can do with me what He will.” She gives her lifetoit.

JOSEPH’S DREAM

Matthew 1 contains a second annunciation to a person
who would also be very much involved in this whole
process, Joseph. It is apparent that God waited several
monthsbeforetelling him, asit had become apparent that
Mary was pregnant

Now the birth of Jesus Christ was asfollows: After
His mother Mary was betrothed to Joseph, before
they cametogether, she was found with child of the
Holy Spirit. Then Joseph her husband, being ajust
man, and not wanting to make her apublic example,
was minded to put her away secretly. But while he
thought about these things, behold, an angel of the
Lord appeared to him in adream, saying, “Joseph,
son of David, do not be afraid to take to you Mary

your wife, for that whichisconceivedin herisof the
Holy Spirit. And shewill bring forth aSon, and you
shall call His name Jesus, for He will save His
peoplefromtheir sins.” Now all thiswas done that
it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the Lord
through the prophet, saying: “Behold, avirgin shall
bewith child, and bear aSon, andthey shall call His
name Immanuel,” which is translated, “God with
us.” Then Joseph, being aroused from sleep, did as
the angel of the Lord commanded him and took to
him his wife, and did not know her till she had
brought forth her firstborn Son. And he called His
name Jesus. (Matthew 1:18-25)

Joseph seemsto have been anaturally kind and caring
man, well-suited to Mary. Like her, hedid not fly off the
handle when he found things out. He was thoughtful,
considering the best way to handle the situation. In his
day, awoman could receivelifel ong shamefor becoming
pregnant out of wedlock. He desired to “put her away”
asquietly aspossiblewithout bringing any further shame
upon Mary or himself, for that matter. While hewas still
mulling it over, an angel, probably Gabriel again, ap-
peared to him in a dream.

Throughout this episode, Joseph is shown to be a
humble, pious, obedient man. He takes what the angel
sayswithout complaint or evenreply. Once heisaroused
from sleep, Joseph doesjust asthe angel commands him.
The angel’ sword was enough. The man was convinced.
Hewould comply.

Gabiriel tells Joseph almost the same things he said to
Mary. It is somewhat odd, though, since it was through
Joseph that Jesuswould physically claim David’ sthrone,
that theangel doesnot mention that Jesuswould beKing.
Thisis also interesting because, throughout his Gospel,
Matthew constantly mentions Jesus royal nature. In-
stead, Gabriel tellsJosephthat Mary’ s Son, whom every-
onewouldthink ishisSon, would benamed Jesus, “for He
will save His people from their sins.” He also reiterates
that He will be God with us and that He was conceived
of the Holy Spirit.

These points hint that Joseph was more interested in
spiritual matters than physical ones. Perhaps he had not
allowed hisDavidic lineageto go to hishead. He did not
need the spur of hisadoptive Son becoming King to make
himcomply. All heneeded to know wasthat God through
theHoly Spirit had accomplished Mary’ spregnancy, and
that thedivineChild, infulfillment of prophecy, would one
day save His people from sin.

God found the perfect couple to raise His Son—as
perfect as He could find among the Jews who had the
right lineage at that time. They are wonderful examples
of submission to God. Even though His intervention in
their lives threw a huge monkey wrench into their per-
sonal plans, they selflessly said, “So be it, Lord. What
would You like us to do next?’

[To BE CONTINUED]

—Richard T. Ritenbaugh
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“Now therefore, listen to me, my clﬁl(].ren,
for blessed are those who lzeep my ways. — Proverbs 8:32

A re you teachable? Are you learning? Do you have a burning desire to learn? Do you
know the keys to being teachable? Why isit so difficult for Christians to learn? What does
God have to say about His children’s need to acquire knowledge?

Not surprisingly, God has a great deal to say on this subject. For instance, He lamentsin
Hosea 4:6: “My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge. Because you have rejected
knowledge, | also will reject you from being priest for Me; because you have forgotten
the law of your God, | also will forget your children.” God is serious! The penalty for
rejecting God'’ s teaching, for not learning, is that we will be barred from becoming
priests, the Christian’s promised vocation if he enters the Kingdom of God (see Revelation
5:10).

God says something similar in Leviticus 26:23-24: “If after all of this punishment you still
do not listen to me, but continue to defy me, then | will turn on you and punish you seven
times harder than before” (Today’s English Version). The key phrase here is “if you still
do not listen to me.” We must not fail to heed God. What can we do to make sure that we
do not fail?

Listen!
Noticethe admonition in Proverbs 8:32-36:

Now therefore, listen to me, my children, for blessed are those who keep my ways. Hear
instruction and be wise, and do not disdain it. Blessed is the man who listens to me,
watching daily at my gates, waiting at the posts of my doors. For whoever finds me finds
life, and obtains favor from the Lorp; but he who sins against me wrongs his own soul; all
those who hate me love death.

Three times in this short passage, God commands usto listen to Him! This divine
emphasis tells us that many of us have a serious problem with listening. If we are not
listening, we are not learning—and as Hosea 4 and L eviticus 26 say, thiswill lead to our
destruction.

In the Cowboy’ s Code of Conduct, one maxim states, “Never miss an opportunity to stop
talking!” When we are talking, we are not listening—and thus not learning!

In Proverbs 8:34-35, God commands us to watch, wait, and search for Him. These are all
action words, and He instructs us to do this daily! He wants to teach us every day, and our



jobisto be watching daily for those teachable moments from God. “Watching daily at my
gates” is not about keeping alookout for Christ’ s return but about looking for opportunities to
learn from God. He then promises, “. . . whoever finds me finds life,” implying that we need
to search for it. Amos later reiterates, “Seek Me and live!” (Amos 5:4).

In Ezekiel 3, God commissions the prophet to teach Israel. His experience stands as a
warning to us: “I1 am sending you to the people of Israel, and they won't listen to you any
more than they listen to me! For the whole lot of them are hard, impudent, and stubborn”
[verse 7, The Living Bible, (TLB)]. God is speaking just as directly to us, as spiritual Israel
(Galatians 6:16), as He was to physical Israel. God’s people have aterrible habit of not
listening!

Just in case we think Ezekiel’s message was only for unconverted Israelites, verse 10
disabuses us: “ Then he added: ‘ Son of dust, let all my words sink deep into your own heart
first; listen to them carefully for yourself’” (TLB). The prophet Ezekiel will most definitely
be in God’' s Kingdom, and God urges him to listen carefully to the warning message and to
let the words sink deep into his heart. God wants Ezekiel—and us by extension—to
internalize His message until it becomes a conviction.

One who teaches human relations and morality desires to see evidence that his students
have truly learned from his instruction. The proof appears when a student’s life changes.
When that happens, it is easy to see that he was redirected from the wrong path of thinking
and living to the right way.

Do we have a burning desire to learn? Are we curious about knowing how God thinks?
Do we want to know what He knows? Are we motivated to become wise? Wisdom is skillful
application of what we learn. If we are not curious, we will not be paying close attention to
our teachers, and we will be passing up opportunities to learn. We must feel areal need to
understand.

Many people have a curiosity toward God, but it is usually short-term. A sustained desire
for understanding, a keen curiosity to know more about God so as to have a closer
relationship with Him, comes from Him, as Philippians 2:13 says: “For it is God who worksin
you both to will and to do for His good pleasure.”

Fearing God

If we find ourselves sagging in our desire to learn, as evidenced by not listening, not studying,
praying, and meditating daily, then we must pray fervently for God to give us a greater desire
to obey Him, learn from Him, and have the proper fear of Him. Proper fear of God is
paramount to learning: “Who is the man that fears the Loro? Him shall He teach in the way
He chooses” (Psalm 25:12).

God has unique instruction for each of us that He desperately wants to teach to those that
fear Him. We cannot properly fear God if we do not include Him in every aspect of our
lives. If our world isframed by God, then we will be highly sensitized to His work within us.
He uses every part of our daily lives to teach us, including how we relate to our mates,
children, co-workers, friends, neighbors, and brethren. We are judged by how we respond to
the situationsin life that God specifically arranges for us.

A few good questions that we ought to ask ourselves are:

e How do we respond to our mates when they do not meet our expectations? Are our
solutions anger, bitterness, fatalism, depression, insolence, and disrespect—or even di-
vorce? We have to realize that the nature of the trial isideal for us. God formulates the
perfect lesson plan for usindividually that will yield the maximum growth from us. If we
do not pass this particular test, God does not just skip the lesson but brings it back later so
that we will yield and truly learn the lesson. The later trial is usually more severe because
learning occurs best when the student’s attention is focused, and when there is pain or
loss associated with failure.

« How do we respond to our children? Children are our first tests in being teachers like
God. Are we molding and instructing them, or are they raising themselves—or worse yet,
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is Satan’ s world raising them? Do we communicate well with them? Do they love, re-
spect, and honor us? Do they come to us for advice and counsel? Or are they afraid, sul-
len, rebellious?

« How dowerespond to abad boss or co-worker? Do we murmur against him? Do we beat
our chests and say that we could do a much better job?

« How do we respond to people in God' s church? Do we avoid certain ones? Do we hold
grudges against those who may have offended us?

God uses our little worlds to teach us how to live Hisway. Thetrials of life are really pop
quizzes that God gives us to see how we are doing. A few tests come pre-planned for each
of us: the travails of growing up, the death of our parents, choosing a mate, dealing with
children, becoming old and sick, etc. We know that these big trials are coming.

The apostle James admonishes us in James 1:2-4:

My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into varioustrials, knowing that the testing of
your faith produces patience [or perseverance]. But let patience have its perfect work
that you may be perfect [or, mature] and complete, lacking nothing.

Our testing through trials comes from God, so we should feel happy to know that God is
working with usin such an individual, personal way. Testing is anatural consequence of His
teaching and brings usto spiritual maturity. His teaching gives us the critical skills necessary
to do the work He has in store for us.

Keys to Being Teachable
What are the characteristics of a teachable person?

1. A teachable per son studies God’'s Word.

Deuteronomy 17:18-20: Also it shall be, when he sits on the throne of his kingdom,
that he shall write for himself a copy of thislaw in abook. . .. And it shall be with him,
and he shall read it all the days of hislife, that he may learn to fear the Lorp his God
and be careful to observe all the words of this law and these statutes, that his heart
may not be lifted above his brethren, that he may not turn aside from the commandment
to the right hand or to the left, and that he may prolong his daysin his kingdom.

Acts 17:11: These [in Berea] were more fair-minded than those in Thessalonica, in
that they received the word with all readiness, and searched the Scriptures daily to find
out whether these things were so.

2. A teachable person is attentive.
Isaiah 51:1: Listen to me, you who follow after righteousness, you who seek the Lorb.

Matthew 13:16-17: But blessed are your eyes for they see, and your ears for they
hear. For assuredly, | say to you that many prophets and righteous men desired to see
what you see, and did not see it, and to hear what you hear, but did not hear it.

3. A teachable per son seeks God.

Jeremiah 29:13-14: “And you will seek Me and find Me, when you search for Me
with all your heart. | will be found by you,” saysthe Loro. . . .

Proverbs 2:3-6: Yes, if you cry out for discernment, and lift up your voice for under-
standing, if you seek her as silver, and search for her as for hidden treasures; then you
will understand the fear of the Lorp, and find the knowledge of God. For the Lorp



gives wisdom; from His mouth come knowledge and understanding. . . .

4. A teachable person ishumble.
Psalm 25:9: The humble He guides in justice, and the humble He teaches His way.
Proverbs 11:2: When pride comes, then comes shame; but with the humble is wisdom.

5. A teachable person is meek.

James 1:21: Therefore lay aside all filthiness and overflow of wickedness, and receive
with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save your souls.

James 3:13: Who is wise and understanding among you? Let him show by good con-
duct that his works are done in the meekness of wisdom.

People are rarely truly interested in learning from others; they are more interested in
defending their position. Most will staunchly defend their position in the face of all of the
evidence to the contrary. That is pride at work. Such people cannot learn because they are
always trying to convince others rather than receive instruction.

Our Cup—FuH or Empty?

Consider the insight of Dr. Scott Baker, a psychologist, which he learned from many years of
teaching martial arts:

The student’ s attitude is the most significant aspect of their nature which contributes to
either their success or failurein learning this complex system of skills. Attitude has a
greater impact upon a student’ s success than natural ability, and physical capacity. One
can build capacity and endurance, and one can teach skills and abilities even to the un-
talented, but one cannot teach the un-teachable!

There is an old Taoist story about a student who comes to a master and asks him to
teach him. The master invites the student to sit with him and have tea. While they are
sitting, the master starts to converse with the eager young student. But every time the
master starts to explain a point, the student would interrupt him and say, “Oh, | know
that, | do this when that happens, or | don’t have that problem because. . . .” Soon the
master stopped talking and picked up the teapot. He began pouring tea into the
student’ s cup. Asthe cup filled, he continued pouring until the cup overflowed and
spilled out. The student shouted, “ Stop! It isenough! My cup isfull!” With that, the old
master smiled and replied, “Yes, your cup isfull, therefore | can teach you nothing until
you empty your cup.”

The moral of the story should be clear. The student had an un-teachable attitude. In-
stead of listening to the master, he wanted to show how much he already knew. He
was not open to learning anything new that he believed he had already learned. His cup
of knowledge was full. He had to empty that cup before he could learn from the new
master. Emptying your cup does not mean you must give up all you have learned, forget
all that you know. That would be absurd. To empty your cup simply means to adopt a
teachabl e attitude. To put what you know about something out of your mind and listen
to anew explanation, a new insight. If you are asked your experience or opinion, then
by all means share it. Otherwise, hold what you know in abeyance so that you can ben-
efit from thisnew learning opportunity.

All your natural talent, your eagerness and hard work, your willingness to pay the price
to master askill, all of thisamountsto little or nothing if you do not have an attitude that
enables you to be taught. Most of the great instructors | have seen deal with the un-
teachable student in much the same way. They leave them alone; let them spout off
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their great knowledge, and often do not correct what is wrong or confirm what is right.
Remember this, if you are talking, then you are not learning, that is, with one exception:
If you are asking questions, then you are in alearning dialogue with your teacher. Most
competent teachers encourage students to ask questions.

Asking questions is not the same as questioning the validity of an answer. Although
most instructors have a permanent cure for that skeptical attitude: They simply do it on
you! There is no substitute for experience! Once you have experienced it, you will ac-
cept the validity of your teacher’ s explanations.

Dr. Baker’s final statement that believing one’ s teacher comes from practicing or
applying histeaching in life is perhaps the most important. The same holds for us spiritually:
If we apply God'’ s teaching, we will also come to see the validity and greatness of God.

I's our cup empty, or do we know so much that we say, “I am rich, have become wealthy,
and have need of nothing” (Revelation 3:17)? We must approach learning from a humble
and meek disposition. Have we put what we think we know aside long enough for God to
put Hisinstruction in? Are we really teachable?

—Bryan Nelson

P cTr S on al Communication and Leaving Balvy/on

(continued from page 6)
distinct age or period of human history asmarked out
from another by particular characteristics.

Course in Roget’'s International Thesaurus, under
theheading “tendency,” hassuch synonymsas* thoughts,”
“zeitgeist,” “spirit,” “disposition,” “character,” “ nature,”
“makeup,” “bent,” “slant,” “frame of mind,” “attitude,”
“inclination,” “mind-set,” “drift,” “ perspective,” and many
more. It may be easier to understand “course of this
world” by rephrasing it into statements such as, “accord-
ing to the disposition of this world”; “according to the
character of thisworld”; “according to the nature of this
world”; “according tothe makeup of thisworld”; “ accord-
ing to the mindset, drift, or perspective of thisworld.”

Thisisthe spirit from which we must be converted.
It is the unseen foundation and fountain of our pre-
conversion conduct, andit isthesamespirit still motivat-
ing us when we act carnally or in the flesh. Despite
conversion, it remainswithinus, compressed likeaspring
that isready to jumpinto action and influence our conduct.

Men Choose Evil

A major characteristic of thisspiritisthat it ishabitually
self-centered rather than God-centered. A simple ex-
ampleillustrateshow it becamethisway. In Genesis1:31
God takes satisfaction in all He had made, declaring it
“very good.” Included in thisis Adam and Eve’' s nature,
as they were already created by this time.

Thus, at the beginning, mankind’s nature was not
corrupted by contact with this world. Genesis 3 records
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the episode of their confrontation with Satan that began
the evil transformation of their basic nature. God did not
create their nature as evil, but it became evil through the
influence of another spirit that they chose to follow
without any intervention from their Creator.

The same process continues to this day, as each of us
isbornintothisworld and comesunder theinfluenceof the
same spirit that influenced Adam and Eve to turn from
God. Weareall bornwith aslight pull toward self, but not
withtheevil that eventually devel opsand manifestsitsel f
inour conduct. Evil isnot—cannot be—passed onthrough
procreation, but it is fashioned anew by the spirit of the
age into which each person is born. It is a converted
parent’ s responsibility to God and his children to ensure
theright spirit dominates his home so the children can be
properly nurtured.

People in the world understand this to some extent
when they observe with maximslike, “ The apple doesn’t
fall very far from the tree,” “Like father, like son,” or
“Likemother, like daughter.” Thisworld’ s Christians, to
avoid responsibility for their evil, have blamed God for
creating us this way. But God did not make us this way.
Mankind, represented by Adam and Eve, chose to be-
comethisway, and all of their descendants, including us,
have chosen the same path under the influence of the
same evil spirit who offered Adam and Eve the choice.
This accounts for the course of this world.

Jeremiah 17:9 showsushow evil God judgesthe source
of our unconverted motivations to be: “The heart is
deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked; who
can know it?" The Revised Standard Version translates
thisas, “ The natural heart of man is desperately corrupt;



incurably sick.” Itisso bad, so evil, it cannot be sal vaged
by repairing it! It must be completely replaced. Thisis
what the conversion process—our calling, repentance,
justification, and sanctification—accomplishes.

We need to understand more completely why this
aspect of God’ scommandto flee Babylonissoimportant.
We can be easily deceived about it, misunderstanding
why God saysthe human heart isincurably sick. In Luke
11:13, Jesusmakesan easily overlooked comment: “1f you
then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your
children, how much more will your heavenly Father give
the Holy Spirit to those who ask Him!” The way He says
this implies that those before Him were thoroughly, not
partly, evil.

Heflat out callsthemevil! Thereisno equivocation, no
modification of thisverseintheheart of the Sermon onthe
Mount. Jesus Himself was called “good” in Matthew
19:16, but He immediately corrects the speaker, saying,
“No one is good but One, that is, God.” Thisis God’'s
assessment of human nature, not man’s.

Jesusissayingthat, just because human nature knows
how to and actually does some good things, it does not
alter the fact that it is still incurably evil. Our pride
tendsto blunt God’ sassessment, rising to defend usfrom
the condemnation of what we are compared to, the
standard—God.

Consider this example: Most people judge Adolph
Hitler to bethoroughly evil. However, many of hisclosest
companionsclaimedthat heloved children and dogs. M ost
peoplewould judge that as good. Thisdichotomy evenin
such aman begs a look into another set of scriptures.

An Evil Mixture
The apostle writesin James 3:8-12:

But no man can tamethetongue. Itisan unruly evil,
full of deadly poison. With it we bless our God and
Father, and with it we curse men, who have been
madeinthesimilitudeof God. Out of the samemouth
proceed blessing and cursing. My brethren, these
things ought not to be so. Does a spring send forth
fresh water and bitter from the same opening? Can
afig tree, my brethren, bear olives, or a grapevine
bear figs? Thus no spring yields both salt water and
fresh.

Peopl e say human natureisamixture of good and evil,
but in terms of living in the Kingdom of God, that evil
mixtureisunacceptable. |sGod Himself amixtureof good
and evil?1 John 3:2 makes abundantly clear that we shall
be like Him, and there is not one spot of evil in Him.

We are seeing what we need to repent of. Unless we
realize that it is not merely what we have done but what
wearethat needsradical changing, wewill haveaterribly
difficult time overcoming and growing.

By now, we should have plenty of evidence to under-
stand that sal vation absolutely must be by grace. Human

natureisan evil mixture that we cannot make good. Even
inaconverted personled by theHoly Spirit, the course of
thisworld isstill just below the surface. Matthew 16:21-
23 shows how easily adisciple of Christ can become the
means of communication from demons:

From that time Jesus began to show to His disciples
that He must go to Jerusalem, and suffer many
things from the elders and chief priests and scribes,
and bekilled, and beraised thethird day. Then Peter
took Him aside and began to rebuke Him, saying,
“Farbeit from Y ou, Lord; thisshall not happento
You!” But He turned and said to Peter, “Get
behind Me, Satan! You are an offense to Me, for
you are not mindful of the things of God, but the
things of men.”

Peter did the speaking, but Jesus spoke to Satan,
attributing the source of the disciple’s action. His verbal
outburst was against God' swill that Jesus suffer and die.
Without recognizing it, Peter permitted himself to be a
willing conduit for Satan’ swill!

Several years ago, | clipped an abstract of a book,
Wrestling with Dark Angels, which was advertised in a
book catalog. The abstract reads:

They’re those inner “voices of reason” that try to
convince you that wrong isright, that evil is good.
They’re Satan’s dark angels, and you fight them
every day. Some of today’s most respected theol o-
gians help you better understand these supernatural
forces so you can combat them effectively—and
win the war for your mind.

There is a time coming, represented by the Feast of
Tabernacles and Last Great Day, when these dark forces
of reason will no longer be free to influence mankind as
they can now. Those who are now facing them without
understanding what is happening will have died, been
resurrected, and will liveagai nwiththe knowledge of why
lifewas so difficult before. God will not make them face
these dark angels’ subtle but powerful influence again. It
will have had its effect, which will still have to be
overcome. However, the possibility of that influence
being refreshed each day will not exist.

Thesolutionfor ustoday isto combat that influence by
means of the continuous influence of God’s Holy Spirit
flowing from our relationship with God through Bible
study, prayer, meditation, occasional fasting, and obedi-
ence. Being in the spiritual presence of God and His Son
Jesus Christ isthe antidote. It isour shield and the means
to flee Babylon, but expounding these areas will require
further articles.

InChristianlove,

Wb
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Obviously, the poster was directed toward aroom full
of salesmen, all there to take their companiesto the next
level or to bury their nearest competitorsin thedirt. And
from the dog-eat-dog perspective of this world (pun
intended), that was the real focus of the conference. Itis
also the focus of the super-competitive of thisworld who
work to annihilate and dominate rather than to cooperate
and produce a quality product or service.

Most of us never expected to see this type of worldli-
ness become so blatant in God's church—aside from a
few prominent exceptionswho, usingworldly ways, sought
acoveted office—before the major organization housing
the members of the church began to break up. Sadly, the
physical churchiscontinuingto splinter, and many Korah-
likeindividualshavesprungup, striving for lead-dog status
(see Numbers 16:1-50). In fact, the church’s experience
has paralleled what happened in the Wilderness: Those
who were chosen to serve most prominently within Israel
were those who were most culpable for thisuprising, the
tribe of Levi (verse 7; see also James 3:1).

What is probably the most compelling factor in this
side-by-side comparison of present activities within the
churchandtheworldishow many haveforgottenthat God
determines right leadership qualities versus wrong ones.
Even though the ministry obviously playsamajor rolein

A number of years ago at a
business con£erence, my eyes
caugh’c a rather humorous poster
in one of the breakout rooms,
eaturing a group of single—fﬂe,
Alaskan slei clogs tugging
Vigorously at the harness lines
connecting them together. The
caption read:

“If you aren’t the lead doﬁ,
the view is pretty much a ways
the same.”

this (asdid Korah and the“ |eaders of the congregation”),
thisworldly mindset hasinfluenced every single member
of God’s church. God is not blind to this.

How doesGod view all that istranspiring asgroup after
group breaks even further apart? So many modern-day
Korahs are professing their willingness to “stand in the
gap” (Ezekiel 22:30), whileforgettingthereal implication
of that verse as a prophetic warning and indictment of
wicked |eadership!

Perhaps it is better to ask: How many of us take our
lead from Godinwhat wedo, whowefollow, and what we
believe, instead of following aman’sversion of Christian
teaching and thework of thechurch? Weseeit all thetime
in thisworld, as thousands follow this or that evangelist,
despite what God’'s Word says—and now we see it
happening within the churches of God.

KORAH’S EXAMPLE

The example of Korah has often been used to indict
peopleof certain attitudesand actionslikerebelliousness,
contentiousness, disrespect of authority, and similar evils.
It is indeed a viable example of all of these. What
happened to cause God to take such drastic measures?

Theissuewasmostly about power and wrongly desired
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roles. Inaccordancewith God’ soriginal purposes, Moses
and Aaron were in charge, and it eventually became a
smoldering issue. Initially, it only affected afew, Korah,
Dathan, and Abiram, but quickly involved others (Num-
bers 16:1-2). The charge first presented to Moses and
Aaron dealt with unwarranted self-exaltation: “Y ou take
toomuchuponyourselves, for all thecongregationisholy,
every oneof them, and the L orp isamong them. Why then
do you exalt yourselves above the congregation of the
Lorp?" (verse 3).

At first glance, this would seem to be a reasonable
argument, since God called all of Israel holy (Deuter-
onomy 7:6). Of course, the same could be argued today
from a New Testament perspective using scriptures like
| Peter 2:9: “But you are a chosen generation, a royal
priesthood, a holy nation, His own special people. . ..”

But the most glaring sin here is the same sin that
plagues today’s church: presumptuousness, or as
Webster's New World Dictionary and Thesaurus de-
finesit, “being too bold or forward; taking too much for
granted; showing overconfidence, arrogance, or effron-
tery.”

Sadly, the presumption did not stop with just thesethree
men. It quickly builtintoa“cause” or a“ movement,” with
the addition of 250 “men of renown” within the congrega-
tion. Eventually, this sin ensnared almost 15,000 people
(Numbers 16:49), all of whom died as a result of their
involvementinthefray. Every single person among them
made the conscious decision to blame Moses and Aaron,
without realizing that they were actually blaming God.

One might imagine that seeing 250 leaders of |Israel
consumed by “fire. . . from the Lorp” (verse 35) would
have been a major wake-up call for the rest of Israel.
Instead, the blame-game continued toward Moses and
Aaron, asthe people accused them of killing “the people
of the Lorp” (verse4l), asif thisfurther act of disobedi-
ence would succeed any more than their dead leaders’
presumption had.

Can we see how this attitude has become a prevailing
approach today? I nstead of allowing God to place whom-
ever Hewantsin whatever place or position Hewants, we
often see a more secular tactic used, often clouded with
religiousor biblical rhetoric, but onewith the sameunder-
tone of rebelliousnessand sel f-righteousnessexhibited by
Korah and company.

And the saddest part of all isthat, instead of learning
from this as an example of what not to do, dozens of self-
proclaimed “leaders,” beating their own drums of godli-
ness and truth, attract many misguided “sheep,” who
follow themright to the slaughterhouse of self-determina-
tion, self-righteousness, and self-centeredness. What
happened to following God’ slead?

Perhapslikethemustard seed (Matthew 13:31-32), this
Korah-like rebelliousness begins as something almost
invisibleyet quickly growsinto ahugetree, making some
suppose there is great depth to aleader’sideas or goals.
Maybe even some of his arguments have some truth or
relevance. However, when the tree beginsto draw others

toitinwaysunsupported by God’' s Word—the Bible may
speak of thisintermsof “factions” (I Corinthians11:19),
“contentions” (I Corinthians1:11), or “preach[ing] Christ
... fromenvy and strife” (Philippians 1:15)—it does not
matter how many truths or rights are taught or believed.
Following God' slead is always the right way.

HUMILITY, MEEKNESS, AND CONTRITENESS

Paul writesin| Corinthians1:26, “ For you seeyour calling,
brethren, that not many wise according to the flesh, not
many mighty, not many noble, arecalled.” Y et, often | eft
out of this passage are the various reasons why thisis so.
What was Paul trying to teach the people of Corinth about
himself, themselves, and ourselves—all who would one
day be called?

Weneed to seethisin context. Paul makesit clear what
his role and purpose was. He was to preach the gospel
(verse 17). He also makes it plain that it was not hisjob
to employ “wisdom of words’—perhaps he means too
worldly, intellectual, or self-exalting speech. That seems
somewhat humorous, considering how Paul’s letters are
frequently misunderstood due to their complexity (Il
Peter 3:15-16)! Nevertheless, his statement has as much
todowithwhat he could not or should not do than anything
else. Paul knew hislimitationsand what hispast behaviors
had caused, so he knew not to take on more than God
wanted from him.

He then breaks down various philosophies of the time
(I Corinthians 1:18-25). Some people, like the Greeks,
were constantly looking for argumentsthat made them or
their beliefs look better, while the Jews were always
seeking asign of their perceived preeminent position over
others. Yet, Christ, virtually unknown and humanly unre-
markable—a man who had been condemned to crucifix-
ion!—was the role model Paul preached and strove to
imitate.

Because of this, God would choose His called-out ones
from similarly unremarkable circumstances. He wants
His chosen people to strive after and embrace humble
ways (Titus 3:1-7), meekness of heart (Colossians 3:12)
and contriteness (Psalm 51:17), unlike the arrogance of
thisworld (see Isaiah 66:2). Any real wisdom and righ-
teousness are to be based on Christ, His teachings, and
His example, not on even the “wisdom” of thisworld.

This is most certainly not what we see in Korah's
circumstance, and unfortunately, this principle seems to
have been lost in the shuffle even among many leaders
and members of God’s church today. How many self-
proclaimed leaders have taken on so-called biblical roles
and titles? This seems more destructive than edifying,
making Christianity more about them than about God and
Histruth!

Has the church become more about the leaders' mes-
sages, ideas, beliefs, and interpretations than glorifying
God and proclaiming HisWord? Paul concludeshby warn-
ing, “He who glories, let him glory in the Lorp” (I
Corinthians1:31).
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The same is true for individual members. We must
identify whom we follow by God's standards and not
some human methodol ogy or some proclamation of “new
truth” that is more grounded in man’s way than God'’s.

It is instructive to study how many of God’s chosen
leaders|anded in their roles. Think about Moses' a most
desperate unwillingness to take God’' s message to Pha-
raoh. Consider that David was the youngest boy in his
family, yet he ascended to become the king of Israel.
Jesuscalled Hisapostlesfrom jobslike fisherman and tax
collector, and Paul from alife of persecuting the church!
God saw in these people a potential for humility, meek-
ness, and contriteness, even though they occasionally
stepped on these virtues along the way. In the end, God
determined their roles, not themselves.

It can be very hard to know the heart and intent of each
leader among the smorgasbord of church organizations.
Yet, it istruethat God is placing the members where He
wants them. If we still have a Berean way of thinking—
whichisnot confrontational or nitpicking, but alsois not
easily fooled by misplaced loyalties, nepotism, cronyism,
false humility, human reason, etc.—we can make godly
determinations regarding church leaders.

ONE BoDY, ONE CALLING

Many things have been written about the broken body of
the church and why it happened. Some blame Satan,
othersinvolve God at variouslevels, many point thefinger
at ambitious men, and still others offer nothing but ex-
cuses. Yet, so many seem to miss the fact that what has
happened to the church replicates past situations like the
example of Korah or the punishment of Israel for sin.

AsPaul writesin Ephesians 4:1-7, we all have respon-
sibilitiesfrom God:

« towalk worthy of our callingwithall lowlinessand
gentlenesswithlongsuffering;

« to bear with one another in love;

« tostriveto keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond
of peace.

Elsewhere we are instructed:

 to live by God's commandments (James 1:25; |
John 2:2-5; 5:3), and

o to mirror our lives to the sinless Christ’'s life
because ours have gone astray (I Peter 2:21-25 |
John 2:6).

Paul reminds us that there is only one body and one
Spirit (I Corinthians 12:13; Ephesians4:4), which should
be reinforced by all of us having the same hope in our
calling and the samefaith. Thisiswhereit gets confusing
for so many in God’s church, as they proclaim, defend,
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and excusetheir ownor their group’ sdefinitionsof God' s
truthsand purposesversuswhat the Bible saysthey really
are.

Regardless of whomwefollow, what we might believe
istruth or heresy, what wefeel should bethedirectionand
responsibility of God’s church during the end time, etc.,
we must take our lead from God. Or, have we abrogated
our responsibility to make such critical judgments to
someone else? Arewejust blindly following alead dog?
How many of God’ speopletruly believethey arefollow-
ing God's lead but instead are allowing Korah-types to
steer them off in a completely different direction? How
much rationalization and human reasoning arethevarious
groupsand leadersusing in determining doctrine, organi-
zational structures, and the direction of their works? Or,
morepositively, arethey based onwhat Godrevealsinthe
Bible as His way?

Being of one body and one mind requires repentance,
overcoming, and hard work. We are on a very difficult
road to perfection, learning to do as God designs and not
just whatever happens to make us happier, more visible,
or more relevant. Real unity is allowing the same Spirit,
given asagift from God, to be the prevailing factor in all
our lives.

It is constantly surrendering and yielding, as James
3:13-18 states:

Whoiswiseand understanding among you?L et him
show by good conduct that hisworksaredoneinthe
meeknessof wisdom. Butif you havebitter envy and
self-seeking in your hearts, do not boast and lie
against the truth. This wisdom does not descend
from above, but is earthly, sensual, demonic. For
where envy and self-seeking exist, confusion and
every evil thingwill bethere. But thewisdomthat is
from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle,
willingtoyield, full of mercy and good fruits, without
partiality and without hypocrisy. Now the fruit of
righteousness is sown in peace by those who make
peace.

No onetruly knows how, when, where, or evenif God
will bring His church to the place where “one body and
one Spirit” will onceagain equateto” oneorganization” in
our lifetimes. A mindset of repentance, a spirit of coop-
eration, awillingnessto edify God’ speople, andahumble
desire to obey God will surely be integral parts of the
equation. All the modern-day K orahs—perhaps all of us
on somelevel—must regain ahumble, meek, and contrite
heart that produces a godly way of life, one that is lived
daily and not just professed.

Aswithmost thingsinaChristian’slife, it comesdown
tothis: Whoselead arewereally following: God' sperfect,
proven path or man’ s shortsighted, selfish course? Aswe
grow inthisway over time, it shouldincreasingly become
second nature to follow God obediently in everything, as
He leads His saintsto glory in His Kingdom.

—Rod Keesee
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The Red Dragon

Rising or Falling?

Recently, themedia—intentionally or not—have sketched
an image of Chinaas a bold, tenacious contender in the
present uni-polar world. Its roaring market economy is
growing at double-digit rates. The current high price of
oil is due in large part to the increased demand from
developing nations such as Chinaand India, which seek
larger pieces of the petroleum pie. U.S. officials have
publicly noted the advances in China's armed services,
particularly its reported plans to build its own aircraft
carrier. Chinaalso boasts of developing amanned lunar
program, a technological feat that would set it apart
from every nation but the U.S. and the Soviet Union.
Finally, ubiquitous“Madein China’ labels bear out the
impact of this manufacturing giant.

However, all isnot well beneath this dragon’s formi-
dable scales.

Where it was once conventional wisdom that China’s
population was undergoing a boom, the current reality
shows an opposite trend. China now has a sub-replace-
ment fertility rate: By 2025, there will be a 1-to-1 ratio
between senior citizen and worker. Without a national
pension system, senior citizens will either have to be
supported by their child(ren), or else join the growing
class of low-paid, part-time laborers to survive.

In addition, the gender imbal ance caused by its “one
childpolicy,” ineffect since 1979, iscurrently about 120
boys for every 100 girls—and growing. Analysts sug-
gest that this imbalance will affect the Chinese family:
10-15% of Chinese men will be monogamously
unmarriageable, and this phenomenon will cause social
tensions in China—and perhaps social turbulence.

Even as long-range indicators point to instability on
various fronts, current events in China suggest trouble
may break out sooner rather than later.

In early December 2005, ademonstration in Shanwei
in Guandong province (about 100 miles from Hong
Kong) occurred over farmland confiscated by the gov-
ernment to develop a power plant. While protests are
nothing new in China—74,000 mass demonstrations
werereported last year, up from “only” 10,000 a decade
ago—this one was significant because it involved the
police killing a number of armed protestors. Officially,
three died and eight were wounded, but somejournalists
say 20 died—and one report even claims 50 deaths.
These are the first deaths of demonstrators in China
since 1989, when pro-democracy protests were held in
Beijing’s Tiananmen Square.

While the shooting was unusual, the underlying ten-
sions have been simmering for years. Due to the boom-
ing economy, the Chinese government is confiscating
more farmland for use in government-sponsored indus-
trial projects. While Beijing allocates money to compen-
sate the displaced small farmers, they frequently never
see the money. George Friedman explains:

Money is issued to local officials by state-owned
enterprises and other investment groups to cover

the cost of the land. That money passes through
theregional and local bureaucracies. By thetimeit
should reach the owners, there often is nothing
left; it hasbeen stolen by officialsat variouslevels.
No one denies the farmers' claimsto the land, but
no one acts to compensate them. The laborers go
from being small farmers to being destitute. This
isacritical process at the heart of Chinese indus-
triali zation. The purchase of land, including forced
sale, is considered necessary for Chinese eco-
nomic development. However, Chinese economic
development isdriven as much by corruption as by
land. . . . But the diversion of fundsis hard-wired
into the process. It is one of the primary means for
capital formation in China. (“The Shanwei
Shootingsand China’ s Situation,” Stratfor Geopo-
litical Intelligence Report, December 13, 2005)

He further describes a common method for Chinese
entrepreneurs. become a government official who can
leverage his public position for personal financial gain,
aswell as making useful contacts. To hold onto his job,
a public official must maintain a system of relation-
ships—based on money—with superiors, colleagues,
and subordinates. Land-compensation programs pro-
vide the capital for bureaucrats to maintain their posi-
tions, and the farmers end up with little more than
growing rage.

In addition, much of China's industrialization is fi-
nanced through debt that will almost certainly never be
repaid. This is creating a bubble that will not burst
quietly. Friedman explains:

China. . . is a country where the banking system
has been saved from collapse by spinning off bad
debts—at least $600 billion worth, or nearly half
the GDP of China—into holding companies. This
maneuver cleaned up the banks books and al-
lowed Western banks to purchase shares in them,
shoring them up. But it also left a huge amount of
debt that is owed internally to people who will
never see the funds.

Insum, Chinaisgrowing militarily and technologically;
it is producing a generation of young men with uncertain
family futures and thus inherent instability; its economy
will be undermined as its population ages; its economic
growth, rather than being driven by “market forces,” is
spurred by officials and institutions who need growth to
maintain their positions, and who are more than willing to
use bad debt and sacrificetheworking classfor “progress.”
Economically, socially, and politically, Chinaisexperienc-
ing great tension. While it may not be on the verge of
complete meltdown, the dragon is becoming increasingly
volatile—with the potential to affect many nations, busi-
nesses, and people as its disorders converge.

—David C. Grabbe
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'l)le Stucly

T}le Paral)les of Matt}lew 13

Part Three: The Parable 0][ the Wheat and the Tares

To a multitude gathered before Him, Jesus spoke the Parable of the Wheat and the Tares (Matthew 13:24-30,
36-43), in which He exposes the work of the mystery of sin against the church and the extent to
which the evil one is allowed to go in his opposition to it. This parable reveals a slightly different aspect
of the same truth taught in the preceding Parable of the Sower. In the Tares, the mixed character of the
church culminates in the ultimate separation of the religious hobbyists—and worse—from the saints.

In this parable, there are two sowers, two kinds of seed, and two harvests: one good, the other bad.
The Parable of the Sower depicts four kinds of soils, but in the Parable of the Tares, the field, which
Jesus says represents the world (verses 24, 38), contains all the soils interspersed over its entirety.

1. What do the two sowers represent? Matthew 13:24-25.
ComMENT: Jesusillustratestwo sowersof different charac-
ter. In the Parable of the Sower, the sower stands for all
teachersof God’ struth, including Jesus. Here, “the sower”
isexclusively Jesus. Heisthe“ owner” (verse 27), and “the
son of Man” (verse 37). The other sower is called “his
enemy,” “an enemy,” “the wicked one,” and “the devil”
(verses 25, 28, 38-39). To describe this enemy, Jesus uses
theword diabol os: theaccuser, deceiver, liar, and betrayer,
one who is against all that is true and righteous.

The enemy sowed in afield that was not his while the
servants slept. This does not necessarily mean that the
servants were not watchful and were thus to blame for the
mixedfield. Thewordingimpliesthat it wasthenormal time
for sleep, night. Satan’ ssly natureisrevealed in hischoice
of thedarknessfor doing hisdiabolical work. Also, notethat
hedoes not bother to sow thewicked among thewicked, but
the wicked among the good.

2. Are the tares easily distinguishable from the wheat?
Matthew 13:24-29.

ComMENT: Satan’ smaliciousintentionin sowingtaresamong
thewheat isto cause problemsand confusion (James 3:16).
The bad seeds grow to become poisonous weeds that allow
only the healthiest of the wheat to survive. Tares, like
weeds, have never been amarketable product. “ Tares’ are
actually darnel, a seed hardly identifiable from the wheat
seed, and immature wheat and darnel look alike. To try to
destroy the darnel would mean destroying much of the
wheat, and separating one from the other would be beyond
the servants’ abilities. Only when the wheat has matured
can the tares be detected. Then the tares are gathered
together in bundles in the field and destroyed by fire.

Many who are not in the process of conversionresemble
those who are. Just like true Christians, they go to church,
pray, and read the Bible, but they are only religious hobby-
ists. Jesus calls them “sons of the wicked one” (Matthew
13:38), and being tares, they will bedestroyed. Thetaresare
not originally from the wicked one, but they develop char-
acter according to hisstronginfluence. They areled by him
and so are his children (John 8:44).

3. How does this parable relate to the church?
ComMENT: This parable exposes the problem of evil inter-
mingled with good within congregations, just as the same

mix confronts nations, communities, and homes. No matter
how society tries to legislate or separate out lawbreakers
from the rest of society, the seeds of sin and crime find a
placetogrow. God’ schurchissimilarly affected by Satan’s
constant attacks. The genuineand the counterfeit wheat are
always together in the church.

The servants' perplexity about the sowing of the tares
shows that the presence of sin is often a mystery to people
(Il Thessalonians 2:7-10). God cannot be blamed for them
because He doesnot sow evil—Satan does (James 1:13). By
this parable, Jesus prophesies that the church of God on
earthwould beimperfect. The spiritual church hasmembers
with the Holy Spirit who are dedicated and loyal, yet have
personal defects. It also has within it unconverted people
who may recognize the truth but are there only to enjoy
association with God’ speople. Jesus’ intent isto enlighten
and warnthesaintsof thisfact, not to exposethetaresat this
time (Acts20:29-32). Godwill root out thebad seed whenthe
good seed has matured.

4. What is expected of the good seed?

ComMENT: “The good seed,” “the wheat,” and “the sons of
thekingdom” refer to baptized membersof God’ schurchin
whom the Holy Spirit dwells—the saints, the elect, the
righteous(Matthew 13:43). Inthepreviousparable, theseed
represents “the word of the kingdom” (verse 19), but here,
the good seed is the product of that word received, under-
stood, and obeyed. The Son of Man, asthe Sower or Owner,
sows only good seed, those who are righteous due to
walking worthy of God—Iiving Hisway of life, and becom-
ing the “children of the kingdom” (I John 2:6; Il John 6; |
Thessalonians2:10-15).

It is God’swill that Jesus Christ the Redeemer sow His
redeemed ones in this world of sin and misery for the
purpose of training and testing them to become true wit-
nessesfor Himin preparation for theKingdom. Therefore, He
hasplaced ChristianswhereHewantsthem. Jesustel | s Peter
in Luke 22:31 that he was wheat, and as such, he wasto be
sifted by Satan. All of God’ ssaintsshould heed thiswarning
towatch and pray that thefield of our heart not be sownwith
taresby theenemy. God hasbought uswithapriceand given
usHisSpirit, making usnew creationsin Himand heirsof His
Family and eternal life. He expects us to bear fruit in our
corner of thefield of thisworld in which He has sowed us.
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