Lesson 1

December 1, 2013

“Pray for the Peace of Jerusalem”
Golden Text: “Pray for the peace of Jerusalem: ‘May they prosper who
love you.’ ” Psalm 122:6
Key Thought: Now is the time for all of us who look for the coming
Kingdom of God to study and prepare.
Lesson Text: Psalm 122 (NASB)
1
I was glad when they said to me,
“Let us go to the house of the LORD.”
2
Our feet are standing
Within your gates, O Jerusalem,
3
Jerusalem, that is built
As a city that is compact together;
4
To which the tribes go up, even the tribes of the LORD–
An ordinance for Israel–
To give thanks to the name of the LORD.
5
For there thrones were set for judgment,
The thrones of the house of David.
6

Pray for the peace of Jerusalem:
“May they prosper who love you.
7
“May peace be within your walls,
And prosperity within your palaces.”
8
For the sake of my brothers and my friends,
I will now say, “May peace be within you.”
9
For the sake of the house of the LORD our God,
I will seek your good.
Introduction
December 1 is the first Sunday of Advent – a widely-celebrated season of
preparation for the second coming of Jesus Christ. That season begins on the
fourth Sunday before Christmas and ends on Christmas Eve. Today’s lesson,
our first of this quarter, focuses on our opportunity to prepare for the second
coming. Why do we need such preparation?
Second Thessalonians 2:11 tells us that believers who are alive at the end
will be tested for their worthiness of eternal life. Preparation is necessary to
stand against those who would deceive us. Advent brings to our attention the
need to prepare for the Messiah’s return, studying and readying our “road of
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life” so we can have the opportunity to share in God’s Kingdom with Jesus
as our leader.
Bible Learning
The word “advent” means “coming” or “arrival”, it comes from the Latin
word adventus, translating the Greek New Testament’s parousia. The
Scripture readings for Advent include Old Testament passages about the
expected Messiah, and New Testament passages on Jesus’ second coming as
judge of all people. Advent worship, scripture readings, and prayers not only
prepare us spiritually for Christmas (commemorating Jesus’ first coming)
but also for his second coming. There is great value in using this season to
begin the church year, reminding ourselves of the promise of Jesus’ second
coming.
Today’s text is one Psalm from the collection of Songs of Ascent, Psalms
120-134 (Old Testament Survey, p. 510-511, William S. La Sor, et al.,
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co. Grand Rapids, MI). The Psalms are
divided into five books, and have remained in this order for the last 2000
years (Ibid). Songs of Ascent were contained in earlier smaller groupings of
psalms.
The children of Israel sang songs like Psalm 122 as they marched to the
city of Jerusalem to celebrate the feasts commanded by Yahweh. We can
imagine people from the whole nation gathering into larger and larger
groups as they approached the capital, singing songs from the Psalter.
Readings from the Psalms for this Advent season illustrate that practice:
Psalm 122 (lesson 1), Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19 (lesson 2), Psalm 146 (lesson 3),
Psalm 80:1-7, 16-18 (Lesson 4).
Today’s focus is the content of Psalm 122, which is thought to have been
written by David. Perhaps David was reflecting on his establishing
Jerusalem as capital – and ultimately as the location for Jesus’ throne, which
David knew because he had been told that one of his heirs would reign in his
stead.
Psalm 122:1: I was glad when they said to me “Let us go to the house
of the LORD [Yahweh].” The author is thrilled to be in God’s house. I think
from time to time that we just don’t get motivated to go to God’s house, and
that we then approach our worship services with a sour attitude, or just don’t
go, or go but don’t participate very well. In these situations we fail to
receive the message or messages God’s word has for us.
Consider how David must have felt to write Psalm 122. In Psalm 42:4 the
writer seems sad as he describes memories which had thrilled him, of
leading the crowd as they process to the house of God, listening to their
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voices. How do you feel when you can’t go and be a part of the worship of
God?
Vs 2. Our feet are standing within your gates, O Jerusalem. It must
have been a great feeling, one of comfort and pleasure, for them to stand in
the gates of Jerusalem. As I reflect on this text Jesus’ story of the house built
on a rock comes to mind, giving peace and comfort like the gates of
Jerusalem surely did. To me, the fact that “God loves the gates of Zion more
than all the dwelling places of Jacob” (87:2) is Kingdom language. How
happy would you be if you knew you were in a procession of folks arriving
at Jerusalem’s gates?
Vs 3. Jerusalem, that is built as a city that is compact together a city
that is well built and fortified. Its strength and stability are discussed in
Psa. 48:12-14. The reader is told to “walk about Zion and go around it,
count her towers and consider her ramparts, go through her palaces that you
may tell it to the next generation.” This tour of the city gives the reader a
sense of the glory of David’s city and the home of the throne of God in the
Kingdom. Psalm 147:2 tells us “The LORD (Yahweh) builds up Jerusalem;
He gathers the outcasts of Israel”.
Vs. 4 and 5. To which the tribes go up . . . an ordinance for Israel – to
give thanks to the name of the LORD . The LORD, in Exodus 23 and in
Deuteronomy 16, requires all males to attend three feasts in Jerusalem,
giving thanks to God at the Feast of Unleavened Bread, Feast of Weeks and
the Feast of Booths. Attendees are told that “Every man shall give as he is
able, according to the blessing of the LORD your God which He has given
you” (Deut. 16:17). Obviously when this instruction was first given neither
the Temple nor Jerusalem was ready for this worship. Exodus 23 records
that God intended to tell them later where they should go to worship on
these feast days. In David’s lifetime Jerusalem became the capital city, and
the texts indicate that the worship place was Jerusalem before the Temple
was built during Solomon’s reign.
Vs. 6. Pray for the peace of Jerusalem: God’s people have been told
since the exile to pray for the city where they lived and we have the same
responsibility. In 1 Timothy 2:1-2 Paul tells Timothy “First of all, then, I
urge that entreaties and prayers, petitions and thanksgivings, be made on
behalf of all men, for kings and all who are in authority, so that we may lead
a tranquil and quiet life in all godliness and dignity”. Verse 3, “This is good
and acceptable in the sight of God, our Savior.” Our challenge is to pray for
our leaders whether we fully agree with them or not. I believe this message
is meant for us to pray for our Church leaders as well as for our political
leaders.
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Vs. 7–10 May they prosper who love you. May peace be within your
walls, and prosperity within your palaces . . . May peace be with you.
These verses refer to the nation of Israel and the city of Jerusalem. However,
these verses sound a lot like the second commandment, “Love thy neighbor
as yourself” and 1 John 4:20, where John asks how, if you can’t love your
brother who you can see, you say you love God whom you can not see.
As suggested above, carefully read the Psalms used during Advent for
this year. They are listed above. Brevard S. Childs says,
The importance of the Psalter for both Judaism and Christianity can
hardly be exaggerated. The biblical Psalms has shaped Jewish religious
life, both corporate and private, from the beginning . . . similarly for the
Christian church; the New Testament is saturated with citations from the
Psalter . . . Even today many of the most enduring hymns of the church
are based on Old Testament psalms.
(Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture; Brevard S. Childs,
Fortress Press, Philadelphia, 1979, p. 508)
Bible Application
As I am writing this lesson there is talk in my house about the war in
Syria. That includes the support by Russia, Iran and China of Mr. Hassad
who as it appears is killing men, women and children with a deadly gas.
These events lead us to consider more closely the question, “Are we ready
for Messiah’s second coming?” Will we, by the time you read this lesson, be
fully involved in a war with Syria and its allies which could lead up to the
final war? If that is so, don’t let this lesson’s thoughts about Christmas and
what we will do for the big day derail your preparation for the second
coming.
The really “big day” is the day Messiah returns to begin the process of
setting things in motion for God’s Kingdom here on earth. Advent gives us
an opportunity to prepare ourselves to share in that Kingdom. The text for
today speaks volumes about prayer and the results of prayer. The Psalms
were used by the Israelites much like we use songs today. Since all males
were to appear together at Jerusalem to celebrate three feasts each year they
likely used the “Songs of Ascent” portion of the Psalms to worship as they
came from all over the nation. Other portions of the Psalms were used as
prayers and likely guided worship when the nation was gathered to celebrate
the feasts.
Advent season gives everyone an opportunity to prepare for that day with
the enthusiasm we had when as children we anticipated Christmas. Prayer
4

for “peace of Jerusalem” (v. 6) is as important as it was in ancient Israel as
we look for Jesus’ second coming.
Have you ever wondered what God is doing? I suspect most of us have at
one time or another. The most interesting answer to this question is that we
can know at least a part of what God is doing – we can learn about it
through prayer and by studying His word. You want to know how to
prepare? Remember this “All Scripture is God-inspired and is profitable for
teaching, reproof, correction, and for training in righteousness”
(2 Tim. 3:16). The lessons for Advent come from this Scripture, in the Old
and New Testaments. All of these texts reveal some manner of how, when,
and what the Kingdom will be like, and they are designed to encourage us to
be prepared.
Think of the excitement we could raise if we all got so excited about the
second coming that we could not possibly keep it to ourselves. Children
have great excitement about anticipated gifts, and even greater surprise
when they receive something that they could not have thought to expect, but
which is better than expected. We are receiving something beyond our
expectations. Let’s share our faith and excitement with everyone, telling
them about the second coming.
Keep this quote in mind:
The great causes of God and humanity are not defeated by the hot
assaults of the devil (evil one) but by the slow, crushing, glacier-like
masses of thousands and thousands of indifferent nobodies. God’s
causes are never destroyed by being blown up but by being sat upon
(Book of the Twelve Prophets, Expositor’s Bible, G. A. Smith, 1956,
p. 439)
Life Response
Look for ways to teach your family members, brothers, sisters, children,
spouse, in-laws, grandchildren and friends the message of Advent and the
need for peace in Jerusalem. Without peace in Jerusalem, there is no
Kingdom. Without prayer there are no blessings from God, except those
God shares with everyone. Why? Think about the parable Jesus taught about
a man who was going away and shared his wealth with several of his slaves.
The parable is recorded in Matthew 25:14-30. He asked each one to put his
money to work. Each one would be required to make an accounting when he
returned. He gave one five talents, another two talents and gave one talent to
another. He then went on a journey. When he came back, he called the
group in and all but the one he had given one talent to made a profit on his
investment. The last said he feared losing his talent and so hid it, simply to
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return it. For his inability to use his talent he was thrown “into the outer
darkness, in that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (v. 30).
Matthew 24 and 25 contain five parables, starting with one at the end of
chapter 24, most of which relate to persons failing to be included in the
Kingdom. After the parables of chapter 25 Jesus says “These will go away
into eternal punishment but the righteous into eternal life” (v. 46). That
statement probably was given to complete the last parable, but there seems
to be no reason to not treat it as a concluding comment for the series of five
parables.
To sum up, are you ready for Jesus’ return? If not, what do you need to
do to get excited and get ready? There are no reasons to not get ready for
Jesus’ return. The Advent season is an excellent time to be fully focused on
Christ’s second coming. He is coming! Are you ready?
Questions for Discussion
1. How can we get past our fear of talking to people about the coming
kingdom?
2. What impact would we see if we all made a concerted effort to tell
everyone we meet about the second coming of Jesus?
3. How can we increase our prayer life?
4. Why is “pray for the peace of Jerusalem” important?
5. How important is prayer in your life?
6. How are you preparing for Jesus’ return?
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Lesson 2

December 8, 2013

The Righteous and Just King of Peace
Golden Text: “May he [the king] judge Your people with righteousness and
Your afflicted with justice.” (Psalm 72:2)
Key Thought: Jesus, God’s anointed one, will bring peace to God’s
kingdom by executing righteous judgment to its citizens.
Lesson Text: Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19 (NASB)
The Reign of the Righteous King
A Psalm for Solomon
1

Give the king Your judgments, O God,
And Your righteousness to the king’s son.
2
May he judge Your people with righteousness
And Your afflicted with justice.
3
Let the mountains bring peace to the people,
And the hills, in righteousness.
4
May he vindicate the afflicted of the people,
Save the children of the needy
And crush the oppressor.
5

Let them fear You while the sun endures,
And as long as the moon, throughout all generations.
6
May he come down like rain upon the mown grass,
Like showers that water the earth.
7
In his days may the righteous flourish,
And abundance of peace till the moon is no more.
18

Blessed be the LORD God, the God of Israel,
Who alone works wonders.
19
And blessed be His glorious name forever;
And may the whole earth be filled with His glory.
Amen, and Amen.
Introduction
The most often heard cry from people at Christmas time is for world
peace: “Let there be peace on earth”. Why can’t people live at peace with
one another? Why can’t families and friends chill out instead of trying to
crush one another? Why can’t world leaders work out their differences
through talks at the peace tables rather than sending valuable young men
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and women off to fight, maim and kill one another? Oh God, please send us
leaders who can bring us peace instead of animosity.
It seems like both external and internal peace are scarce and priceless
commodities. Why does true peace seem to elude much of the world’s
population? We would rather strike out against those who offend us than
seek a way to passively strike up a conversation to settle our differences. It
takes a very strong personality to help control violent situations, whether the
desire for violence comes from inside or from someone else.
Jesus taught about peace, how to have it and how to give it. He said,
“Peace I leave with you, My peace I give to you; not as the world gives do I
give to you. Do not let your heart be troubled, nor let it be fearful”
(John 14:27). Jesus was saying true peace in the world begins with the inner
peace that comes only from Yahweh, his heavenly Father. With that peace
one can fulfill the beatitude, “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be
called sons of God” (Matt. 5:9). That should be the aim of every Christian
and the driving force in the heart of the king to come from David’s line.
Bible Learning
Our lesson text is a Psalm of David prepared especially for his son,
Solomon, who would succeed David on the throne of Israel. It is also
believed to be prophetic of Jesus as the promised seed of David who would
one day sit eternally on David’s throne. From either perspective it is both
instruction and a prayer of hope that the one who sits on the throne will be
fair and just to administer righteous judgments in the land for the sake of the
oppressed. David pleads with Yahweh to:
Give the king Your judgments, O God,
And Your righteousness to the king’s son.
May he judge Your people with righteousness
And Your afflicted with justice.
The lowly, the less fortunate, are most often the ones afflicted by the
more powerful and affluent, the ones with less than honorable intentions
toward them, the ones who take advantage of those who cannot help
themselves. But this king will judge all people with righteousness –
particularly the lowly, the unfortunate and the afflicted. Unfortunately, the
afflicted can be just as guilty of criminal activity as the unjust, powerful, and
wealthy class. At the same time just because someone is rich does not mean
they acquired their wealth solely by abusing the less fortunate. The king
who can make righteous and just judgments in any situation is the one king
David pleads for God to grant to Israel. He must be one who is strong in will
to seek out and sort out the innocent, the guilty, and the offended. The king
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who makes such judgments will bring order and peace to the land and a
strengthening of confidence in the people that all will be treated rightly and
fairly.
Let the mountains bring peace to the people,
And the hills, in righteousness.
May he vindicate the afflicted of the people,
Save the children of the needy
And crush the oppressor.
It takes more than one person to achieve a reign of peace. First it takes
someone who recognizes the need and has the guts to instigate reform. But
that person must depend upon the support of others to achieve the desired
results. David here symbolically calls his dependable cohorts “mountains”
and “hills”. They stand firm, strong and everlasting to fulfill the duties
entrusted to them.
Peace is the ultimate result for a people ruled by just and righteous
leaders, and of a people who themselves choose to act in ways that
perpetuate the peace. It is David’s prayer that such leaders of peaceful ways
long endure in office. They will hold to these convictions so long as they
fear Yahweh and trust in His overriding protection and care.
Let them fear You while the sun endures,
And as long as the moon, throughout all generations.
May he come down like rain upon the mown grass,
Like showers that water the earth.
In his days may the righteous flourish,
And abundance of peace till the moon is no more.
For nations ruled by kings the royal family set the tone for the people’s
attitudes and behaviors. As goes the king, so go the people. In the earlier
part of Solomon’s reign he fulfilled king David’s desire, ruling with justice
and righteousness. This was Israel’s golden age of prosperity and peace.
David prayed that his sons would reign justly forever that all people, and in
particular the righteous, would flourish. He wanted all to benefit from
wholesome enterprise “like showers that water the earth”. Was that bounty
only a coincidence or did it result from the peace that filled the land?
What happened to the nation of Israel when Rehoboam succeeded his
father Solomon? He did not choose to pursue peace, righteousness or justice.
The kingdom was divided. David’s hope for his descendents on the throne to
perpetuate this reign of peace was too soon burst. It would not again be
fulfilled until the rightful heir would come to establish his reign once again
as a reign epitomized by justice, righteousness, peace, and prosperity. In that
9

day David’s praise to God would be fulfilled when the whole earth would be
filled with Yahweh’s glory.
Blessed be the LORD God, the God of Israel,
Who alone works wonders.
And blessed be His glorious name forever;
And may the whole earth be filled with His glory.
Amen, and Amen.
Bible Application
We all long for the day when the song lyric, “Let there be peace on
earth”, becomes reality. That will come when Jesus establishes his kingdom
on the earth. Until that day, nations will rise up against nations and people
will fight one another to resolve their disputes, little knowing that the peace
they seek cannot be gained by the fist, the sword, or the bullet. Peace can
only come when people want to live at peace with one another. They must
choose to resolve their differences - not with force of arms but with a will to
understand one another’s grievances and agree to work out these
differences. They must learn to heed the second half of the song lyric, “and
let it begin with me”.
Some churches take a radical stand on the issue of war, and nonparticipation in it.
Members of the Historic Peace Churches such as Quakers, Mennonites,
Amish, Old Order Mennonite, Conservative Mennonites and Church of
the Brethren object to war from the conviction that Christian life is
incompatible with military action, because Jesus enjoins his followers to
love their enemies and to refuse violence”
(Wikipedia – “Conscientious Objector”).
Their actions put them in harm’s way but also declare, to those who believe
fighting is the only answer, that there are other ways to resolve disputes.
They are willing to suffer and die while taking this stand. For peace to be
attained someone must take a stand. The question is what form will that
stand take?
Life Response
Who benefits most when people go to war? Well, certainly manufacturers
of armaments, banks who provide them loans, leaders who safely stand back
and let brave young men and women fight the battles their leaders forced
(continued on page 15)
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Lesson 3

December 15, 2013

“Look at Who God Looks Out For”
Golden Text: “The LORD God of Jacob blesses everyone who trusts him
and depends on him.” (Psalm 146:5; CEV)
Key Thought: Our main objective should be to praise the LORD. God
listens for our praises. We are blessed as we worship God and His Son.
Lesson Text: Psalm 146 (NASB)
1
Praise the LORD!
Praise the LORD, O my soul!
2
I will praise the LORD while I live;
I will sing praises to my God while I have my being.
3
Do not trust in princes,
In mortal man, in whom there is no salvation.
4
His spirit departs, he returns to the earth;
In that very day his thoughts perish.
5
How blessed is he whose help is the God of Jacob,
Whose hope is in the LORD his God,
6
Who made heaven and earth,
The sea and all that is in them;
Who keeps faith forever;
7
Who executes justice for the oppressed;
Who gives food to the hungry.
The LORD sets the prisoners free.
8

The LORD opens the eyes of the blind;
The LORD raises up those who are bowed down;
The LORD loves the righteous;
9
The LORD protects the strangers;
He supports the fatherless and the widow,
But He thwarts the way of the wicked.
10
The LORD will reign forever,
Your God, O Zion, to all generations.
Praise the LORD!
Introduction
The Jewish nation was clearly instructed as to how to worship and given
a clear list of things to do that enforced the need to worship. Some of these
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events were the feasts which we discussed in lesson one. In
2 Thessalonians 2:1-13, Paul tells the Thessalonians and us what will
happen when Christ returns: the “Lawless One” and unbelievers will be
punished (2:12), and those who are faithful to Christ will be saved (2:13).
We are instructed to pray for the spread of the Good News. “Do your best to
present yourself to God as one approved by him, a worker who has no need
to be ashamed, rightly explaining the word of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15).
In our lesson today, we plan to learn how to give worth to God and
embrace His love for us. The Israelites had worship spelled out for them by
God and we have it spelled out for us in the scriptures. God expects His
people to worship Him. What does God have in mind for us in Psalm 146?
Bible Learning
In their feasts and fasts, their daily worship, and their special
celebrations, Israel remembered and relived God’s past victories;
committed themselves to present obedience to covenant laws, which
called for full loyalty to Yahweh; and anticipated future triumphs,
especially the ultimate defeat of Yahweh’s foes. Thanksgiving for the
past, rededication for the future were the all-embracing components of
Israel’s worship as voiced in the Psalms – a worship rooted in the
healing, compelling, and hopeful revelation of God in their history.
(William S. La Sor, et al., Old Testament Survey, William B. Eerdmans,
1982, p. 525-528)
Let’s see what Psalm 146 has to say about whom God looks out for. It is
one of the final Psalms in our Bible, in a section where each begins and ends
with “Hallelujah”. Most Bibles translate that “Praise the LORD”. These
Psalms “are filled with a catalogue of specific things for which God is to be
praised by using all our human resources. Acknowledging God as creator, it
is said: ‘Happy is he whose help is the God of Jacob’ [Psa. 146:5]” (Psalms
for the Life of Faith, p. 27, Vernis D. Wolfe, 2011).
Vs. 1. Praise the LORD ! Praise the LORD , O my soul – These are the
opening lines of Psalm 146. Note the use of the phrase as the verse opens
and even repeats itself, after its first use. Would you be offended by the use
of “Praise the LORD” or “Hallelujah” in the beginning or end of a worship
service?
Vs. 2. I will praise the LORD while I live. The author’s desire, to praise
God while he can, should be how we think as well. Ecclesiastes 9:4-5 tells
us that there is no knowledge or wisdom in the grave where we are headed.
This brings to my mind something my father taught me: “The Kingdom of
God is as close as the day of your death”. That was his response to a
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teenager’s question: “When is Jesus coming back, and when will he put the
Kingdom in place?” There is no question that we can only worship God
while we live, which was his point.
Vs. 3. You can’t depend on anyone (CEV). This verse gives a clear
thought for all of us. It reflects the strong message of Israel’s prophets and
the Law for the people to place their trust in the LORD God and not in
earthly leaders, wealth, foreign powers, or idols. (Exodus 20:2-6;
Isaiah 31:1-5; Hosea 4:17-19; 14:1-3, all speak to the subject.) Mortal man,
incapable of living forever, cannot guarantee any promise. Our God offers
blessings untold and cares for His people forever.
Vs. 4. His spirit departs, he returns to the earth. We are mortal, which
presents the big issue of our choices. If we choose to follow man’s way, and
so lose our love for God, then when those choices die out there is nothing
for us except dust.
Vs. 5-9. How blessed is he whose help is the God of Jacob. There is a
distinct difference between verses 3-4 and the final verses in the text. The
first verses hold up man as the protector of the people. When we follow
powerless and mortal beings our trust is in the wrong place. We must follow
and place our trust in God. He is powerful and eternal. Our hope and our
blessings come from the God of Jacob. Review verses 5-9 and “See who
God is looking out for”.
In this writer’s opinion, God supplies many blessings and most of them
we take for granted. Verses 7-9 lists many blessings and miracles performed
by Jesus and the apostles.
Verse 9 concludes with He thwarts the way of the wicked. We look
forward to the time when the Son of God returns and prepares the earth for
the throne of God. During this day our celebration of Advent has focused
our attention on Jesus’ second coming. Verse 10 takes us a step further
along, to when Yahweh will reign forever. Praise the LORD (Hallelujah).
Bible Application
On this third Sunday of Advent, as always, anticipation of the “Big
Events” at Christmas time can thrill us. To mention a few: happy children,
family gatherings, and far too much food. Enjoying Christmas is not a bad
thing, but our focus ought to remain on the second coming. That is the
ultimate gift God has in store for His people. Jesus’ return will begin the
process of installing peace in the world, particularly “Peace in Jerusalem”.
As we consider the season, let’s be mindful that happiness isn’t based on
possessions, power, or prestige, but on our relationship with God and with
people.
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The significance of God’s rule is at the heart of Psalm 146, with verses
3-4 showing the folly of following man’s choices and the next five verses
speaking of the graciousness of God and His concern for His people when
they choose to follow Him.
We do not know Psalm 146’s composer nor the occasions of its use, but
it is clear that the message was written to steer the people of Israel to the
God of Jacob. It could refer to the children of Israel wanting a human king
like their neighboring nations (as in 1 Sam. 8:5) or to Judah’s later
dependence on foreign kings for protection (2 Kings 16:7–9). It clearly
speaks a message of hope when serving God and a message of disaster when
choosing to trust in human knowledge and leadership.
Today this message encourages us. It shows how God blessed the nation
of Israel when they chose to follow Him, and from that we learn that God
loves us and cares for us. It shows a great contrast between a man who
perishes (as in verse 4), and eternal truths (v. 5–9). Our desire must be to
instill these thoughts in ourselves and in the hearts and minds of our children
and those to whom we witness.
With the mentioning of the love God has for us, His instructions to us in
three scriptures come to mind. One is Leviticus 19:18b, the children of
Israel are told by God (through Moses) to “love your neighbor as yourself.”
The second is one of the Ten Commandments, from Deuteronomy 6:5, in
which the children of Israel were told to “love the LORD thy God with all of
your heart and with all your soul and all of your might”. In a discussion with
Jesus in Luke 10:25-28 a lawyer asked Jesus “What must I do to inherit
eternal life?” Jesus, in response, asked about what the Law said. The lawyer
was able to answer as follows “You shall love the LORD God with all your
heart, and with all your soul, and with all of your strength and with all of
your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.” Luke’s text connects two Old
Testament scriptures into one sentence. This is indeed a text we should have
in our hearts and minds.
Life Response
This lesson is one that we all need to heed well. We can choose to follow
false gods and worship them, or choose to trust God and love Him with all
of our being, and to love our neighbors as ourselves. See 1 John 4:17-21.
How can you be sure you choose to follow God? How can you insure that
your children and those you can influence learn to trust God?
As you consider the issues raised in this lesson I believe you will, sooner
or later, discover that only you determine what choices you can make and
how you apply them to your life.
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Questions for Discussion
1. How do we worship God in a manner that is pleasing to Him and His
Son?
2. Why do we worship God?
3. Why were the Psalms written?
4. How were the Psalms used by the Israelites?
5. When Jesus used the Old Testament texts regarding love of God and love
of your neighbor, what response did the lawyer have and how did the
Apostles respond?

(continued from page 10)
upon them. The economy goes into deep debt but there are more jobs to
make armaments. Surviving warriors are honored with words, medals and
promotions.
On the other hand, who incurs the costs of a people going to war?
Certainly the men and women who face post-traumatic stress disorder upon
returning home from battle, not to mention the ones who come home in
coffins, or return alive but are maimed for life. The families who endure the
losses of their family members who went to war. The nation after the war
which has lost its prime workers. Taxes rise. Natural resources shrink.
Quality of life falls for the nation as a whole.
In comparison what are the benefits or costs to those people who seek for
peaceful resolutions? The Nobel Peace Prize. Ridicule. Shame for
unwillingness to fight for their country.
What is the cost to seek for peace?
What does it take to be a peacemaker?
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Lesson 4

December 22, 2013
Jesus Born as Immanuel

Golden Text: “ ‘Behold, the virgin shall be with child and shall bear a son,
and they shall call his name Immanuel,’ which translated means, ‘God with
us.’ ” (Matthew 1:23)
Key Thought: God is on our side, implementing His plan of redemption,
and Jesus is His chief evidence of this fact.
Lesson Text: Matthew 1:18–2:12 (NASB)
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Now the birth of Jesus Christ was as follows: when His mother Mary
had been betrothed to Joseph, before they came together she was found to be
with child by the Holy Spirit. 19 And Joseph her husband, being a righteous
man and not wanting to disgrace her, planned to send her away secretly.
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But when he had considered this, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to
him in a dream, saying, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary
as your wife; for the Child who has been conceived in her is of the Holy
Spirit. 21 She will bear a Son; and you shall call His name Jesus, for He will
save His people from their sins.” 22 Now all this took place to fulfill what
was spoken by the Lord through the prophet: 23 “BEHOLD, THE VIRGIN
SHALL BE WITH CHILD AND SHALL BEAR A SON, AND THEY SHALL CALL HIS
24
NAME IMMANUEL,” which translated means, “GOD WITH US.” And Joseph
awoke from his sleep and did as the angel of the Lord commanded him, and
took Mary as his wife, 25 but kept her a virgin until she gave birth to a Son;
and he called His name Jesus.
2:1
Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod
the king, magi from the east arrived in Jerusalem, saying, 2 “Where is He
who has been born King of the Jews? For we saw His star in the east and
have come to worship Him.” 3 When Herod the king heard this, he was
troubled, and all Jerusalem with him. 4 Gathering together all the chief
priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was
to be born. 5 They said to him, “In Bethlehem of Judea; for this is what has
been written by the prophet:
6

‘AND YOU, BETHLEHEM, LAND OF JUDAH,
ARE BY NO MEANS LEAST AMONG THE LEADERS OF JUDAH;
FOR OUT OF YOU SHALL COME FORTH A RULER
WHO WILL SHEPHERD MY PEOPLE ISRAEL.’ ”
7

Then Herod secretly called the magi and determined from them the exact
time the star appeared. 8 And he sent them to Bethlehem and said, “Go and
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search carefully for the Child; and when you have found Him, report to me,
so that I too may come and worship Him.” 9 After hearing the king, they
went their way; and the star, which they had seen in the east, went on before
them until it came and stood over the place where the Child was. 10 When
they saw the star, they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy. 11 After coming
into the house they saw the Child with Mary His mother; and they fell to the
ground and worshiped Him. Then, opening their treasures, they presented to
Him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 12 And having been warned by
God in a dream not to return to Herod, the magi left for their own country by
another way.
Introduction
For us the celebration of Christmas is a time to remember how Yahweh
announced the coming of one to be called Immanuel (“God with us”),
hundreds of years before the event took place. Christmas celebrates the
actual coming into the world of that promised Immanuel. For our minds it is
a bright spot in history which ties with God’s ultimate act of redemption to a
world of sin-ridden people.
That contrasts to how many in the nation of Israel received these things.
Over the years Israel’s hardened religious spirit had resulted in repeated
disgraceful falls. For a long time foreign idols appealed more to her
excitement and pleasure than did her true God, with the trappings of
Yahweh’s Temple worship perhaps too drab. Still God appealed to them. He
sent prophets bearing testimony both to His rage against their rebellious
spirits and His deep love for them as His chosen people. God persisted in a
longstanding plan to provide redemption if they would repent.
Our lesson text today is the culmination of God’s many warnings that
both judgment and redemption were at hand. Immanuel was given birth and
a new day was dawning for both the people of Israel and the whole world.
Bible Learning
In concluding the genealogy of Jesus, Matthew says that “Jacob was the
father of Joseph the husband of Mary, by whom Jesus was born, who is
called the Messiah”. He carefully and purposely avoided using the phrase,
“Joseph was the father of Jesus”. Matthew then explains this twist in listing
Jesus’ family line: Now the birth of Jesus Christ was as follows. But the
real mystery is not the birth of Jesus but his conception. Something out of
the ordinary is about to be revealed, one of the most solemn and mysterious
events to unfold in God’s plan to redeem mankind. Joseph and Mary are
graciously chosen to oversee the upbringing of this special child. But they
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had their challenges to face in accepting this responsibility. Luke provides
what Mary faced (Luke 1:26-37) while Matthew addresses Joseph.
When His mother Mary had been betrothed to Joseph, before they
came together. A betrothal was like our modern engagement, but involved
much more committal. A betrothed couple had pledged their devotion to one
another to such a degree that in many respects they were considered
married. But there was also a traditional waiting period of about a year when
they neither lived together nor, especially, had intercourse. It was during this
period that both received unexpected news. She [Mary] was found to be
with child. Fortunately for Mary she learned about the condition before it
happened and was told why it would happen, getting the news from Gabriel,
the angel or messenger of God. This child would come by Yahweh’s
choosing and by His doing. Gabriel told Mary, “The Holy Spirit will come
upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; and for
that reason the holy Child shall be called the Son of God” (Luke 1:35). Thus
Mary knew before Joseph was told, and she accepted this favored status
offered by Yahweh.
For Joseph things were different. We are not told how he came to know
about Mary’s pregnancy. Did time pass such that he questioned the bulge in
her belly? Did Mary venture to tell him herself? Matthew’s words that Mary
was found to be with child by the Holy Spirit would suggest Mary tried to
explain to him what had happened to her. But Joseph could not accept her
condition. In his mind Mary had crushingly broken their betrothal. He was
deeply hurt. But being a compassionate man, and having much love for
Mary, he did not wish to shame her. And so Joseph her husband, being a
righteous man and not wanting to disgrace her, planned to send her
away secretly. For a betrothal period this would be equivalent to divorce.
At this point Joseph receives his message from God. But when he had
considered this, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a
dream, saying, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as
your wife; for the Child who has been conceived in her is of the Holy
Spirit”. In this way Joseph had a confirmation that Mary had not been
unfaithful to him, and also that this child was the very special product of
God’s power working. Might Joseph have picked up on the subtle point in
the angel’s address, “Joseph, son of David”? Joseph would have known his
own family line, that he was a descendent of David. And any such man
would know the promise God made to David that there would always sit on
the throne of David one of his descendants. And when the angel said, She
will bear a Son, that revelation too would make the point more specific.
The topper came when the angel told him, you shall call His name Jesus,
for He will save His people from their sins. This child would have a very
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special mission commissioned by God Himself. Even so, the mission did not
seem to reflect a fulfillment of the promise made to David. We are not told
if the angel said anything more to Joseph. But Matthew writes more, with
hindsight using a prophecy from Isaiah 7:14 that mimics what Joseph and
Mary have just experienced. Matthew writes, Now all this took place to
fulfill what was spoken by the Lord through the prophet: “BEHOLD,
THE VIRGIN SHALL BE WITH CHILD AND SHALL BEAR A SON, AND THEY
SHALL CALL HIS NAME IMMANUEL,” which translated means, “GOD
WITH US.”
What of the name in Isaiah’s prophecy? In the incident itself both Mary
and Joseph were told to give the name “Jesus” to the baby (Matt. 1:21;
Luke 1:31). Isaiah wrote that this child would be called Immanuel, meaning
“God with us”. That name has given rise to two main interpretations. To
those who believe Jesus is God it means that Jesus, as God in the flesh,
dwelled among us. To those who believe Jesus was a man, a very special
man, but nonetheless a man, it means that in this child God is continuing to
show that He is among His people, performing His plan to redeem them and
now doing so through this man-child. It is easy to see how either
interpretation could be true. Had God wanted to make it very clear which
was true He could have done so in His message through His angel. But He
did not. And so we are left to have patience and consideration, one Christian
brother to another, in what is to be believed. We in the Church of God
believe Jesus was a very special man, conceived by the power of God. If
Immanuel really meant “God in flesh among men” why did not Matthew
state that plainly as he wrote many years afterward?
In concluding this event Matthew writes that Joseph awoke from his
sleep and did as the angel of the Lord commanded him, and took Mary
as his wife, but kept her a virgin until she gave birth to a Son; and he
called His name Jesus. Joseph heeded the angel’s instructions, followed
through on marrying Mary and kept Mary as a virgin until after Jesus was
born. This was stated to make it clear that the early church believed Mary
was not impregnated by a man but by the power of God. And so by this
means Jesus gave flesh to God’s redemption plan.
But not all was well with the implementation of the plan. King Herod,
when he heard about a king of the Jews being born, made his own plans to
destroy that child. Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in
the days of Herod the king, magi from the east arrived in Jerusalem,
saying, “Where is He who has been born King of the Jews? For we saw
His star in the east and have come to worship Him.” The presence of the
Magi gave further credence that God was bringing His redemption plan to
fruition. In this unusual way God encouraged the Magi to give additional
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testimony to the royal birth. When Herod the king heard this, he was
troubled, and all Jerusalem with him. To Herod this so-called royal child
was disruptive to him and his kingdom. He would have none of it. He had to
hatch a plan to destroy this throne-contender immediately. And so,
gathering together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he
inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born. They said to him,
“In Bethlehem of Judea; for this is what has been written by the
prophet:
AND YOU, BETHLEHEM, LAND OF JUDAH,
ARE BY NO MEANS LEAST AMONG THE LEADERS OF JUDAH;
FOR OUT OF YOU SHALL COME FORTH A RULER
WHO WILL SHEPHERD MY PEOPLE ISRAEL.
Thanks to the Jewish leaders, and Micah the prophet (5:2), Herod now knew
where the child would be born. But he did not yet know when he arrived or
how old the child was now. He sought to learn this through the Magi who
were themselves searching for the child. So then Herod secretly called the
magi and determined from them the exact time the star appeared.
Having gained by his sleuthing the information he desired, Herod craftily
sent them [the Magi] to Bethlehem and said, “Go and search carefully
for the Child; and when you have found Him, report to me, so that I too
may come and worship Him.”
The Magi went cheerfully on their way, totally unaware of the devious
plans of Herod. After hearing the king, they went their way; and the
star, which they had seen in the east, went on before them until it came
and stood over the place where the Child was. When they saw the star,
they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy. After coming into the house
they saw the Child with Mary His mother; and they fell to the ground
and worshiped Him. Then, opening their treasures, they presented to
Him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. In recognition that this was a
royal child the Magi prostrated themselves before him in humble submission
and then presented their precious gifts to him in homage. This act no doubt
had a profound effect on Joseph and Mary. But there is no specific mention
that this child was Yahweh almighty, only that he is the sought-after king of
Israel.
Having concluded successfully the work they came to do, the Magi
graciously said their goodbyes. But now God had a message for them. They
must shun Herod’s request. And having been warned by God in a dream
not to return to Herod, the magi left for their own country by another
way. They may have traveled west and north up the coast of the
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Mediterranean Sea to completely avoid Herod’s reach. This would also give
the young family time to reach Egypt, away from Herod’s grasp.
Bible Application
The names given to the holy child, “Jesus” and “Immanuel”, identify
particularly the work of God continuing to unfold to redeem His people.
“Jesus” means “Yahweh saves”, and that name was given to declare this
child would save his people from their sins. “Immanuel” is interpreted to
mean “God with us”. And though 400 years had passed since God last spoke
through a prophet He was not yet done with His work of redemption.
Through this child God was still with His people, working out the details to
fully redeem His chosen ones. When Jesus cried out on the cross with his
last breath “It is finished” God’s message revealed in His son’s two names
was fully fulfilled. God had done all He could do to redeem mankind.
From that moment on redemption was in the hands of every person. It is
the individual who must acknowledge being a sinner, and who must repent
of sin and believe that Jesus’ death on the cross paid for those sins. In so
doing, new life springs in as God’s gift, and the sinner’s baptism in water
demonstrates to other believers an understanding of the change that has
taken place and the responsibility that results. Each must live the new life
which God always intended to be lived.
Life Response
In today’s lesson we are reminded of two names God gave His son: Jesus
and Immanuel. They have had very specific and purposeful meanings for the
life of His son. Every one of us has a family name and a given name. Some
have other names. It might be of interest to know what your names mean
and in particular what they may mean to you in a spiritual sense. As servants
of God’s son it may also be good for us to contemplate this week what God
wants each of us to understand about His son.
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Lesson 5

December 29, 2013
Enduring Trials and Temptation

Golden Text: “ . . . the testing of your faith produces perseverance. Let
perseverance finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not
lacking anything.” (James 1:3b-4)
Key Thought: Stuff happens! Bad stuff happens! Bad stuff happens all the
time! For some, bad stuff causes them to question their faith in God in their
search to understand why a good God would allow bad stuff to happen. For
believers, our job is to, as a community, faithfully and lovingly help absorb
the bad stuff that happens by bringing God’s love into the trials and
temptations of others to help lift their burdens.
Lesson Text: James 1:1-14 (NIV)
James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ,
To the twelve tribes scattered among the nations:
Greetings.
2
Consider it pure joy, my brothers and sisters, whenever you face trials
of many kinds, 3 because you know that the testing of your faith produces
perseverance. 4 Let perseverance finish its work so that you may be mature
and complete, not lacking anything. 5 If any of you lacks wisdom, you
should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it
will be given to you. 6 But when you ask, you must believe and not doubt,
because the one who doubts is like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by
the wind. 7 That person should not expect to receive anything from the Lord.
8
Such a person is double-minded and unstable in all they do.
9
Believers in humble circumstances ought to take pride in their high
position. 10 But the rich should take pride in their humiliation – since they
will pass away like a wild flower. 11 For the sun rises with scorching heat
and withers the plant; its blossom falls and its beauty is destroyed. In the
same way, the rich will fade away even while they go about their business.
12
Blessed is the one who perseveres under trial because, having stood the
test, that person will receive the crown of life that the Lord has promised to
those who love him.
13
When tempted, no one should say, “God is tempting me.” For God
cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone; 14 but each person is
tempted when they are dragged away by their own evil desire and enticed.
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Introduction
Recently I was paged to the pediatric unit of the hospital where I serve as
a part-time chaplain. A family was in crisis. Their three-year-old son had
just been diagnosed with leukemia and his father was having an emotional
breakdown in the child’s room. When I entered the room I saw a little boy
lying in bed screaming as the nurse was trying to administer his IV, and a
group around his bed. I learned they were the little boy’s mother,
grandmother and grandfather, and a very distressed man who I learned was
the little boy’s father. He was sitting on the couch next to the bed looking
distraught. I introduced myself and sat beside him. After a few moments of
silence he said “Why is this happening to my son? Why? Why would God
allow my little boy to get cancer?” What do you think this father needed at
that particular moment? Did he need me to give him a detailed theological
explanation of the problem of evil – a defense of God’s goodness in the face
of this awful, life-shattering event? Or did he need something else?
Theodicy is the technical term used for attempts to account for the
presence of evil in the world in light of a loving God. Many theologians and
philosophers write theodicy books trying to answer the question “why does
God allow evil and suffering?” But we can’t necessarily answer that, at least
at the present.
The Apostle Paul had to admit: “Now I know in part; then I shall know
fully, even as I am fully known” (1 Cor. 13:12). Someday we will fully
understand why God allows us, or others, to suffer. Someday all will be
revealed, all the pieces of the puzzle will be in place. The challenge for us in
the meantime is to live faithfully in a world where evil and suffering exist.
The key for us as God’s people is to have a working plan in place for
how to deal with evil and suffering. John Swinton writes: “any response to
what evil does must aim not only to mend those who are broken by the
effects of evil (although it does of course include this), but also and most
important to enable and sustain faith even in the midst of evil and
suffering.” (Raging With Compassion, Pastoral Responses to the Problem of
Evil, p. 45). How do we help people to sustain faith, to “keep on believing,
God will answer prayer” while they are experiencing the impact of evil or
undergoing suffering in their lives?
Bible Learning
James, who led the church in Jerusalem and was quite probably the halfbrother of Jesus, was certainly acquainted with suffering. The newly-formed
church for which he had major pastoral responsibilities was undergoing
severe persecution.
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The book of Acts chronicles the persecution of early believers. Peter and
John were arrested by Sadducees, questioned by the Sanhedrin, and flogged.
Stephen was arrested and stoned to death, sparking a “severe persecution
against the church in Jerusalem”. Saul/Paul imprisoned many Christians.
King Herod executed James (the brother of John) and imprisoned Peter.
There was ongoing persecution of Paul and Barnabas, then Paul and Silas,
and later the arrest, imprisonment and trial of Paul.
James and other pastoral leaders within the early Church would have had
a major challenge to help the young church and newly baptized disciples
cope with the suffering and evil that constantly assaulted them.
At the beginning of his letter James creatively invites the believers to
reframe their suffering. He asks them to think about suffering in an entirely
new and counter-intuitive way. “Consider it pure joy, my brothers and
sisters, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the
testing of your faith produces perseverance” (James 1:2-3). The word χαρά
is often translated as “joy” or “gladness”. When the Magi saw the star “they
were overjoyed” (Matt. 2:10). One of the fruit of the spirit is joy (Gal. 5:22).
We normally think of joy as a response to good or happy things that
happen outside of us. If I get a raise, then I’m happy. If I get the gift that I
want, then I’m happy. If I build my dream home, then I’m happy. Of course
that kind of happiness, the kind that depends on external events to “make us
happy”, is subject to change at a moment’s notice. If getting what I want
makes me happy, then not getting what I want makes me sad, or anxious, or
hurt, or frustrated or angry. How often have you ridden the emotional roller
coaster simply because of what happens outside of you?
Martin Seligman, who has written about authentic happiness, has made
the important discovery that true happiness or joy does not come from what
happens to us, joy or true happiness comes from within. It’s an attitude that
we carry within and is a product of strong character and personal virtue. He
identifies six virtues that transcend culture and philosophy and religion and
are the things which bring us authentic happiness: “Wisdom and knowledge;
courage; love and humanity; justice; temperance and spirituality and
transcendence . . . doing these will bring us happiness and satisfaction in
life.” (Becoming Your Best, A Self-Help Guide for Thinking People, Ronald
Richardson, p. 9)
James helps these suffering Christians to cope with the persecution and
trials they are facing by looking at what persecution and suffering help to
create – a mature disciple of Jesus Christ. “Let perseverance finish its work
so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything” (James 1:4).
James used the word τέλειος which throughout scripture means: brought to
its end, finished, wanting nothing necessary to completeness, perfect,
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consummate human integrity and virtue, full-grown, adult, mature. Our
work of discipleship begins in our baptism or in the new birth. That is the
beginning, but it is far from the end. Jesus invites us to be his disciples, his
students, his apprentices. We are on a journey by which we follow Jesus.
We are learning to become like Jesus. We are adopting the character of
Jesus. Jesus himself said that this can only happen if we carry our cross:
“Whoever want to be my disciples must deny themselves and take up their
cross and follow me” (Mark 8:34).
James is here reminding us that we are disciples of Jesus, we are on a
journey of becoming complete or mature disciples of Jesus. The only way
that we can gain strength is through suffering. When during trials we focus
on what is happening inside us, as our faith is strengthened, we can see the
situation not as terrible things happening to us, but as opportunities for us to
become what God intends for us to become.
Bible Application
What do you want to be when you grow up? What is your vision of
yourself as a fully formed, mature and complete disciple of Jesus? What
does a mature follower of Jesus do? Are they full of unconditional love, joy,
peace? Are they patient, kind, good, faithful? Are they gentle and self
controlled? Is that your vision for your life? Do you aspire to and seek a life
of character that exhibits the fruit of God’s spirit in your life? How are you
going to get there? By praying? By going to another church service? By
giving? By teaching a class or preaching a sermon? By reading a good book
or attending Sunday school? By going on a missions trip? All of those things
are good and important and make valuable contributions to your spiritual
growth. But in and of themselves they alone are not going to help you
become a complete and mature disciple of Jesus.
What’s it going to take for you to be a mature disciple of Jesus? There
are ways. When someone treats you badly, really badly, and your flesh
wants to respond by retaliating – and yet you choose not to retaliate, but
choose instead to show them love, you pray for them, you forgive them.
That will help you to grow into a complete disciple of Jesus. Or when you or
someone you love goes through a physical challenge, or a beloved person in
your life suffers a tragic death, or you find yourself suddenly unemployed
through no fault of your own, or you are betrayed by your spouse – and
instead of becoming bitter, rather than finding comfort and solace in some
idolatrous addiction, you turn to God and trust Him to be with you through
the painful storms of life. That’s what helps you and me to become mature
disciples of Jesus.
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So, the only way we can complete the work of discipleship and gain
maturity as followers of Jesus is to undergo trials and suffering. There is no
other way. You can try to argue with God about why this is or why it should
be so, but that will take your time and focus and energy off of the most
important questions: “How can I use this difficult or painful challenge in my
life to help me grow in my walk with God? How can I use this to make me
more like Jesus? How will this help to grow my character?” And as your
character continues to grow you will gain those elements in your life that
will enable you to experience authentic happiness or pure joy.
The message of the cross of Jesus is God’s solution for the existence of
evil and suffering in the world. “In Christ, the evil and suffering of the
world are absorbed and transformed” (Raging with Compassion, p. 67).
Jesus takes the evil and suffering of the world upon himself and transforms
it into something that is healing and life giving. So the question is not “why
is there evil and suffering in the world”, but “what are we, as believers who
follow Jesus Christ, going to do as a community of faith to continue the
work that Jesus started, of absorbing and transforming the evil and suffering
of the world?” “The community that seeks to image God and wait faithfully
for the return of God’s Messiah is called to develop modes of being and
forms of action that will similarly absorb suffering and resist evil” (Raging
With Compassion, p. 67).
So the question is not so much, why does God allow evil and suffering in
the world, but how do we as a faithful community of disciples of Jesus
absorb and transform evil and suffering in the world?
Life Response
The man in the hospital whose son was just diagnosed with leukemia
kept asking “why is this happening?”, and I could not answer that question
because I did not know. When he questioned the existence of God, I did not
rush in to try to defend God, as though God needed me to defend Him. What
I was able to do was come alongside of him, to listen to his pain, to receive
his tears of terror and anger. I was able to offer him the gift of listening to
his suffering. He opened up and shared about the years he’d spent as a
soldier fighting in Afghanistan, seeing his friends blown up by IEDs,
coming home to face life on disability with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder –
and how as hard as everything he’d faced in Afghanistan was, it didn’t
compare with what he was facing with his three-year-old boy being
diagnosed with leukemia. I sat with him in his suffering, and then I helped
him to access his inner courage and deep strength that helped him to survive
in Afghanistan. I helped him to reconnect with his faith in God that had
sustained him in the past. And with renewed strength and courage he was
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able to go and be there for his son and his wife. I was able to help him
access and build upon his faith, and it was that faith that made him whole.
He was able to return to his son’s bedside and call his family to prayer and
to move forward and take action for his son.
Jesus calls us to go to where suffering people are in this world and help
to absorb and transform their suffering. So we are called to minister to the
sick, the grieving, the prisoners, the homeless, the widows and orphans in
their distress, the hurting and broken. We are called to go to them in the
midst of their suffering and trials and bring the healing presence of Jesus
Christ.
What can you as a member of a community of believers do to absorb the
suffering that’s a result of evil in this world? What will you do?
Questions for Discussion
1. What explanation would you give for the existence of evil in the world,
in light of a loving God?
2. Atheistic philosopher David Hume offers the following proof against the
existence of a loving, all powerful all knowing God:
- A benevolent deity will prevent [all] evil from occurring.
- An omniscient, omnipotent deity is able to prevent [all] evil.
- Evil exists in the world.
- Therefore, either God is not benevolent, or He is not omniscient or [not]
omnipotent.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Why does Hume’s proof address the wrong question?
The challenge for us is how to live faithfully in a world where evil and
suffering exist. Why is this important?
What are some ways that we can sustain faith in the midst of evil and
suffering?
How would you describe the role of learning to persevere in the midst of
suffering and evil in the process of achieving Christian maturity?
Brainstorm ways that your church can grow in becoming a community
that absorbs the effects of evil and suffering and helps sustain faith in
God in the midst of their pain.
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Lesson 6

January 5, 2014
Be Doers of the Word

Golden Text: “One who looks intently at the perfect law, the law of liberty,
and abides by it, not having become a forgetful hearer but an effectual doer,
this man will be blessed in what he does.” (James 1:25)
Key Thought: Christianity is more than a relationship with God, it is
obedience to a Master.
Lesson Text: James 1:19-27 (NASB)
19
This you know, my beloved brethren. But everyone must be quick to hear,
slow to speak and slow to anger; 20 for the anger of man does not achieve the
righteousness of God. 21 Therefore, putting aside all filthiness and all that
remains of wickedness, in humility receive the word implanted, which is
able to save your souls. 22 But prove yourselves doers of the word, and not
merely hearers who delude themselves. 23 For if anyone is a hearer of the
word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks at his natural face in a
mirror; 24 for once he has looked at himself and gone away, he has
immediately forgotten what kind of person he was. 25 But one who looks
intently at the perfect law, the law of liberty, and abides by it, not having
become a forgetful hearer but an effectual doer, this man will be blessed in
what he does.
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If anyone thinks himself to be religious, and yet does not bridle his
tongue but deceives his own heart, this man’s religion is worthless. 27 Pure
and undefiled religion in the sight of our God and Father is this: to visit
orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the
world.
Introduction
James opens his letter dwelling on severe trials of faith and persistent
temptations to sin induced by lust and self preservation. These ever-present
entanglements for believers were particularly trying for James’ audience of
Jewish-Christians while being persecuted for their faith. James felt
compelled to encourage them to remain true to their calling. And so he set
out to unfold to them the practical applications of the faith they now
professed. A practical Christianity is the best means for overcoming
temptations that lead to unfaithfulness. And James has a boatload of
Christian practices. Our lesson text provides a smattering of examples for
our tasting and ingesting. Later lessons will add immensely to the list.
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Bible Learning
James uses quick and forceful statements to pack useful information in
his letter in as short a space as possible for maximum impact. Our text
begins with a reminder, “This you know, my beloved brethren. But
everyone must be quick to hear, slow to speak and slow to anger; for the
anger of man does not achieve the righteousness of God.” Anger control,
self-control, is a must for God’s righteousness to be evident in the man of
God. It is a primary virtue of the truly born-again servant of God. Only
thereby can the righteousness of God, and true justice by extension, flow
from such a person.
In order to exhibit the righteousness of God all that is contrary to God’s
righteousness must be purged from one’s heart and mind. James
admonishes, “Therefore, putting aside all filthiness and all that remains
of wickedness [all abundance of malice – margin], in humility receive the
word implanted, which is able to save your souls”. Malice is flagrant
disregard for law and order, especially to attain selfish gain. It is the direct
opposite of the righteousness of God. One who has received God’s new-life
gift seeks rather to absorb the teachings of the word of God into their heart
and mind and soul so that their life and their behavior displays the very
nature of God. That word both saves us from sin and death as well as
transforms our way of thinking. That is, it will if we allow it to do so.
That is the challenge, and that is why James then boldly confronts his
readers to “prove yourselves doers of the word, and not merely hearers
who delude themselves.” The point is terse. Anyone can say what they
believe or will do, but the real substance of God’s righteousness is in doing
what God says to do. That person will carry out what is expected of him
regardless of the consequences. Not just any man can do that. But the man
truly born again will be committed to doing that. James elaborates on this
theme. The doer of God’s word knows himself, he knows the word of God,
and he resolves to make them match in his life. He is not self deceived. In a
negative sense James states it this way, “For if anyone is a hearer of the
word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks at his natural face in a
mirror; for once he has looked at himself and gone away, he has
immediately forgotten what kind of person he was.” The uncommitted
man quickly forgets what God requires of him once he steps back into the
activities of the world. He dismisses what he saw in the mirror of his mind
that revealed who he really was. Out of sight, out of mind. It takes effort to
keep a proper focus.
But God has provided benefits for the one who remains focused on Him.
There is a freedom that comes from knowing one stands on the solid ground
of being right with God. One who looks intently at the perfect law, the
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law of liberty, and abides by it, not having become a forgetful hearer
but an effectual doer [a doer of a work – margin], this man will be blessed
in what he does. The law of liberty is the total consciousness that one is
free of sin in God’s sight due to the sacrifice of Jesus to pay for those sins.
And an ongoing pure lifestyle keeps one unspotted from the stains found in
the ways of the world. That is the righteousness of God and it yields the true
liberty every man desires but few really discover and receive into their lives.
There is always a blessed state of being to be found in those who have
attained this way of life.
Martin Luther, the great leader of the Protestant Reformation, hated the
letter of James and wished that it was not included in the New Testament
canon. His focus was so strongly fixed on “salvation by faith alone” that he
cringed at what James wrote about the need for the doer of work (spiritual
deeds), that is faith-works standing forcefully alongside faith (as found in
his first two chapters). Actually James is more in harmony with what Jesus
and Paul wrote about these subjects than Luther recognized.
James, in essence, would confront Luther to his face by saying, “If
anyone thinks himself to be religious, and yet does not bridle his tongue
but deceives his own heart, this man’s religion is worthless.” We have
been taught to disdain the word “religion” as anathema to Christianity.
Rather we are taught that Christianity is a relationship with Yahweh God.
That, of course, is true. But even that relationship cries out for appropriate
behavior to confirm its existence. It would be better to say that Christianity
is not merely a religion.
At this point James gives two prime examples of true religion for
consideration by ardent followers of Jesus, pressing the point that “pure
and undefiled religion in the sight of our God and Father is this: to visit
orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by
the world.” One who wants to be recognized as one of God’s children must
have a heart that cares for and reaches out to the needs of orphans and
widows. These needy ones are the most often overlooked and neglected
people on planet earth. They are the least likely to have the wherewithal to
fend for themselves, often even in the United States, but for sure in thirdworld countries. This is a good place to start to acquire the caring heart like
unto God’s. And it takes time and work to care for them.
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Bible Application
James is the writer of practical Christianity. He is an old school advocate
and teacher. He believes there should be practical worth and day-to-day
application to be found in the teachings of Jesus. Like Jesus he pulls no
punches when it comes to putting legs to “love your neighbor as yourself”.
He shows the obvious contrast and opposition between what God hates and
what pleases Him: human anger opposes righteousness, evil behavior
negates humility, effectual doers supplant forgetful hearers, tongue control
supersedes worthless religion.
In summary, James believes that caring for the needy is true religion.
These admonitions could easily have been found in Jesus’ Sermon on the
Mount. Yet what James writes draws much negative press because it lays
heavy emphasis on the practical application of Christian teachings. This
should not be. If we want to know what the practical lessons are that we
should learn from the teachings of Jesus and Paul and John and Peter then
we should not be alarmed by what James has to bring to our attention. His
style may be more direct and harder hitting than some but that does not
make his material any less valuable. We need to learn to take careful heed of
what James tried to tell us and benefit from his instructions.
Life Response
Our lesson text has only nine verses from James’ letter but within it are
some very terse admonitions to live out daily what we are taught concerning
what Christianity really is. It is more than a relationship with God. It begins
with that relationship but in the teachings of the New Testament are a
multitude of behavioral traits we are expected to exhibit in our daily lives.
They are not just nice platitudes. They are expected ways of living our lives.
In the next several weeks you will learn about many more of these
behavioral traits. These will be tough lessons to accept, but if you accept
James’ challenge to live according to what he presents you will be the
beneficiary of new ways of living that will completely alter your views of
your life and other people and God.
So what has James presented to you today that, with an honest
introspection on your part, reveals where you need to make improvements?
Now would be the time to get out a sheet of paper or start typing to list what
James talks about, and write about how well you are handling each of the
items, and add what you can do to improve upon them. Occasionally review
the list and add new entries to supplement your insights, appropriately
(continued on page 46)
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Lesson 7

January 12, 2014
Problems in the Assembly

I’ve Got A Problem . . .
I can’t figure her out. She’s up in front, about the second row back, just
behind where the preacher’s family sits. What’s she doing there, anyway?
Trying to get attention? Doesn’t she know she’s a “plain Jane” and not
wanted?
After the service I’m about to get in line
to talk to the pastor. I know him well. I’ve
met with him and his associate. He knows
that I know his “denomination” was part
of the Second Great Awakening in
America, as was the Church of God. Both
our groups had the similarities of not
accepting the Trinity, speaking only where
the Bible speaks and being silent where
the Bible is silent. This day the pastor’s message was especially good and I
wanted to tell him that. But Jane got in ahead of me. I couldn’t get to the
preacher because he seemed to be earnestly listening to what she was quietly
whispering to him. I got out of line and left.
That’s not all.
There’s Jimmy.
He’s constantly interrupting class, muttering in broken English about
inconsequential happenings in his life. The teacher, our associate pastor,
patiently hears him out, allowing Jimmy to “speak his mind”. And Jimmy is
everywhere, glad-handing anybody and everybody between services. His
smile is infectious, regardless of whether he is well received or not. Why is
he always around?
I know there are many professionals in the congregation who have a lot to
share with the church and its leadership. Several families seem well-to-do
and are busy in the church. Some families own their own businesses and
seem well connected. Then there’s Jane and Jimmy. Additionally there are
loudly-dressed millennials coming and going. Other folks not as well attired
are here and there. What gives? Who are the real members of the church?
Why am I here? When can I get attention from the right people?
Then follow the convicting words of James . . .
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Lesson Text: James 2:1-13 (NRSV)
1
My brothers and sisters, do you with your acts of favoritism really
believe in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ? 2 For if a person with gold rings
and in fine clothes comes into your assembly, and if a poor person in dirty
clothes also comes in, 3 and if you take notice of the one wearing the fine
clothes and say, “Have a seat here, please,” while to the one who is poor you
say, “Stand there,” or, “Sit at my feet,” 4 have you not made distinctions
among yourselves, and become judges with evil thoughts? 5 Listen, my
beloved brothers and sisters. Has not God chosen the poor in the world to be
rich in faith and to be heirs of the kingdom that he has promised to those
who love him? 6 But you have dishonored the poor. Is it not the rich who
oppress you? Is it not they who drag you into court? 7 Is it not they who
blaspheme the excellent name that was invoked over you?
8
You do well if you really fulfill the royal law according to the scripture,
“You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” 9 But if you show partiality, you
commit sin and are convicted by the law as transgressors. 10 For whoever
keeps the whole law but fails in one point has become accountable for all of
it. 11 For the one who said, “You shall not commit adultery,” also said, “You
shall not murder.” Now if you do not commit adultery but if you murder,
you have become a transgressor of the law. 12 So speak and so act as those
who are to be judged by the law of liberty. 13 For judgment will be without
mercy to anyone who has shown no mercy; mercy triumphs over judgment.
Yikes!
I didn’t know I was prejudiced, but it looks like I’m guilty of the worst of
all sins; partiality. My bad.
Here James says I stand guilty. I don’t recognize congregational
contextualizations, I set myself above spiritual and moral law, and worst of
all, I’ve forgotten the most important virtue.
Why did James write so movingly about such a sin as bias, prejudice,
favoritism? Surely such persons didn’t exist in the early church! But they no
doubt did. After Pentecost, with thousands of believers from all over the
world congregated around the Temple, many were too poor to travel home
and had to be cared for. Well-to-do followers like Barnabas sold property to
give the proceeds to the Apostles to distribute to meet the needs
(Acts 4:32-37). He was probably awarded a place of honor among the
congregation. When Ananias and Sapphira sold property for apparently the
same reason, perhaps hoping to so be honored, they committed the worst of
all sins by lying to God and died on the spot (Acts 5:1-11).
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The Verdict
It’s like today James is right there in our congregation and saying to me,
“Have you not made distinctions among yourselves?” Actually, distinctions
were the order of the day with society in the time of the early church. People
who wanted to flaunt their wealth would rent rings so they could almost
cover each finger (except the middle one) with rings. James might paint an
overdrawn picture, going on and on with descriptions of wealth, but the
church had a real issue with the wearing of many rings. Clement of
Alexandria said Christians should not wear rings except on the pinkie, and
that such a ring should have on it a symbol
like a fish or dove to be used as a seal.
Imagine, if you can, humble believers
gathered in a large courtyard house for
worship. A couple with rings and bracelets
and piercings hanging from every body part
walk in, and sit next to someone you know
is a slave, and they begin to worship the
God who made every person equal in need.
Everybody sees it. What is everyone
thinking about this scene?
Remember what James wrote: “have you not . . . become judges with evil
thoughts?”
We can’t rescue ourselves with the fact that the word diekrithete can be
understood in two ways. Literally it means being divided within oneself.
That calls to mind the dividedness of the person in James 1:6 who is
compared to the wave of the sea. At the same time this word also contains
the concept of actively discriminating against others. Actually James makes
a play on words with the two terms diekrithete and kritai, “to make
distinctions . . . judges.” How can judges make distinctions during worship?
Such “evil thoughts” cannot exist in someone while worshiping God. To do
this is to place one in double jeopardy, self-condemnation by our judging
thoughts.
That self-verdict hurts to the very core of who I’ve become. How far
down can I go?
The Congregation’s Context
James says, “Look around at the congregation. What is the makeup of the
body? Mostly people of few worldly means, but rich in faith, because they
know they will eventually enjoy God’s rule of not only the church, but also
planet Earth, and the whole universe. Remember, it’s the rich of the world
who oppress people of faith, so why cater to them?”
34

Hey, wait a minute. Doesn’t that sound like reverse prejudice? Just
because the rich persecute us poor believers doesn’t give us the right to
throw them under the bus, like the rich do to us, does it?
It’s true, Jesus was anointed to bring good news to the poor (Luke 4:18),
and he declared that the poor have the kingdom of heaven (Luke 6:20).
During his ministry Jesus was rejected in the synagogue and spent much of
his time teaching in the countryside. His chief apostle, Paul, wrote,
“Consider your own call . . . not many of you were wise by human
standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth”
(1 Cor. 1:26). It seems that the gospel offers much to the poor and demands
much from the rich. The common people gladly heard Jesus but the rich
ruler went sadly away because he had great possessions. Yet possessions do
not determine faith’s value. James is not shutting the door to the rich. The
rich can value faith as more important than their riches. If they do they share
equally with the poor who are valued because of their value which is based
on faith.
Of course, the problem still exists. Basically the rich of the world drag
people of faith into law courts, demanding the payment of debts. In the
society of James it was a common occurrence that when a money lender met
a debtor on the street, he’d grab the poor person by the throat, haul him into
court, and then off to jail.
It was also true that often the worldly wealthy would discriminate against
people of faith, ostracizing them from political leadership, trade unions, etc.
Are there any comparisons to what goes on today with the conflicts of the
wealthy and the believer? Do we still pander to the affluent?
Well, I guess I’m a slow learner. While the Magaws were delivering
cookies to seven new-attender families to church, we approached the
properties of both the very poor and the very rich. The poor were probably
at work, slaving under difficult circumstances to keep paying the rent on a
small and ill-kept house. What a sad state of affairs. We hung the cookies on
the doorknob.
At the gate of a 25-acre estate, I was
impressed. We pushed the button on the
call box, spoke our we’re-bringing-cookies
message into the intercom, and were
brusquely informed the owner was busy on
the phone and couldn’t let us inside the
gold-edged gate, let alone the ivory palace.
So what am I to make of that?
We took their cookies home and ate
them.
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Surprisingly, both families had attended church the previous Sunday.
Will they both be back? If so, how will the church respond?
The Law of Liberty
James declares that there is a royal law at work here. Why does he single
out the love-your-neighbor law and call it royal? Is it akin to the one law
that fulfills all the law, the love-God, love-neighbor dictum Jesus
pronounced as the most important fulfillment of the Torah (Mark 12:28-34)?
If so, then any and every “neighbor”, regardless of wealth or social status, is
to be loved like I love God. So I can’t pick and choose my neighbors.
If I disobey this law, what results? James says I’m guilty of disobeying
any and all of the ten commandments, including adultery and murder.
Think back with me to the timeframe of James’s words. Jewish Rabbis
taught that to keep one law while breaking another gets you even on the
balance scale of life. William Barclay in his Daily Bible Study of James
recalled a Rabbinic saying, “Whoever fulfills only one law, good is
appointed to him; his days are prolonged and he will inherit the land.”
Again, some Rabbis held that “the Sabbath weights against all precepts.”
Keeping it was to keep the law (The Letters of James and Peter, p. 69).
We have a share in those mistaken beliefs. Attend church once a week, or
do a small group occasionally, and help with packaging meals for the
hungry – that will offset my speeding or cutting people off in traffic.
Imagine how many brownie points I’ve built up on the cookie ministry.
How this translates to loving my neighbor who I see only when we are both
in our yards at the same time seems pale in comparison.
So how does love as defined in the Bible’s love chapter (1 Cor. 13)
operate in my life as I relate to my neighbor? There it’s clear that my love
talk has to be undergirded with love in action. But the action of giving my
body to be burned is not enough by itself. Love is evident by what it is and
what it is not. That list (1 Cor. 13:4-8) tells how I relate to my neighbor.
Perhaps the best description is verse 7: love “bears all things, believes all
things, hopes all things, endures all things”. When was the last time I acted
in those ways with my neighbor? What else is there to this royal law?
The Most Important Virtue
James is not done with me. There’s one ingredient that finally wins over
my judging attitude. He closes this section with two important facts of the
Christian life.
First, I must realize that this law of liberty will be my judge. It’s not the
pressure of external things by which I will be judged. Rules and regulations
do not make me love my neighbor. What I learn from the principles of faith,
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the facts of the Bible alone, are not the motivation to love. That must come
from within me, straight from the heart.
The next issue of the heart is that I must remember: only when I show
mercy will I receive mercy. Mercy wins over judgment. Remember my
Lord’s words: “Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy”
(Matt. 5:7). His sermon reverberates
around the hills when he also said, “if you
forgive others their trespasses, your
heavenly Father will also forgive you; but
if you do not forgive others, neither will
your Father forgive your trespasses”
(6:14-15) and “Do not judge, so that you
may not be judged” (7:1).
James goes another step forward, declaring that on the day of judgment
only actions of mercy will overcome judgment. If there is one thing a person
can do to blot out his or her sins, it is to show mercy. That is my assurance
of a future life. Only by showing mercy today will I be remembered when
Jesus comes to inaugurate the world of the future.
What is the next thing I can do to show mercy?
What is the basis by which my Lord will judge me?
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Lesson 8

January 19, 2014
Faith and Deeds Work Together

Golden Text: “Examine yourselves to see whether you are living in the
faith. Test yourselves. Do you not realize that Jesus Christ is in you? –
unless, indeed, you fail to meet the test! I hope you will find out that we
have not failed.” (2 Corinthians 13:5-6, NRSV)
Key Thought: To know that faith alone cannot save you. Faith requires
action on our part and without this action your faith is not alive and
functional.
Lesson Text: James 2:14-26 (NRSV)
14
What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but
do not have works? Can faith save you? 15 If a brother or sister is naked and
lacks daily food, 16 and one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm
and eat your fill,” and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the
good of that? 17 So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.
18
But someone will say, “You have faith and I have works.” Show me
your faith apart from your works, and I by my works will show you my
faith. 19 You believe that God is one; you do well. Even the demons believe
– and shudder. 20 Do you want to be shown, you senseless person, that faith
apart from works is barren? 21 Was not our ancestor Abraham justified by
works when he offered his son Isaac on the altar? 22 You see that faith was
active along with his works, and faith was brought to completion by the
works. 23 Thus the scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed God,
and it was reckoned to him as righteousness,” and he was called the friend
of God. 24 You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone.
25
Likewise, was not Rahab the prostitute also justified by works when she
welcomed the messengers and sent them out by another road? 26 For just as
the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is also dead.
Introduction
I am sure that there have been many times in our pasts that we had a
perfectly good opportunity to show our faith in God by practicing the faith
that we have. We do practice our faith don’t we? Do we apply what we
know concerning God’s laws?
Many years ago I volunteered to help with a Boy Scout troop that our
church was sponsoring. I volunteered because there was a need, not because
of any special skills I may or may not have had. This was especially
challenging because I really did not have very much in the way of camping
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skills. I did not know how to tie all those special knots; I was not proficient
at building a fire. However, I did have the one thing that was needed. I had
the will to learn and the willingness to apply what I had been taught. My
training soon had a heartbeat.
I received a lot of training but the most beneficial training for me
personally was a weekend I spent camping with other volunteers; it was
called the Buckskin Training. Much to my surprise I found out that
compared to most of the other trainees I really was not that much of a
“rookie” after all. I lacked confidence more than I lacked skill.
I often wonder when it comes to putting our faith into action are we the
same way? Do we have the skills to put our faith into action? I think we do.
As you go through this lesson today ask yourself this question. How can I
give my faith a heartbeat? How can I make my faith real and alive? How can
God use me and my faith to do good for Him?
Bible Learning
In James 2:14-17 James is reminding us and challenging us both at the
same time. In verse 14 James is asking a rhetorical question. If someone
says they have faith and yet do nothing with their faith is that enough?
James is telling us that faith alone is not enough. Faith alone is not a
guarantee of entrance into God’s coming Kingdom.
In verses 15-17 James is telling us that our faith should be able to deliver
even the most basic needs in life. If we cannot help our neighbors who we
know have a need then what good is it to claim to be a Christian if we are
not willing to provide even the basics? What good is our faith if we are not
even willing to give and help provide? Lip service to God is just that, lip
service. We need to be willing to get down and get dirty when it comes to
helping others, when it comes to showing our faith. Remember faith without
works is dead. If your hands are not calloused and are clean then chances are
your faith is dead and all alone.
In James 2:18-26 James is telling us that faith without works is dead. We
need to remember that we show our faith by the works that we do. We may
even be fooling ourselves by saying that we do have faith. The demons even
believe in one God and it is this belief that makes them shake for fear. Is our
faith as strong as the demons? Do we live our lives exhibiting less faith by
our actions then the demons who are shaking for fear?
We all know of the faith of Abraham. It is for his faith and his example
that we proudly claim his name and say we are the Church of God of the
Abrahamic Faith.
We are not justified by how much faith we have, we are not justified by
how much knowledge we have of the Bible. We are justified by the works
that we do.
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James is telling us that even a prostitute was justified because of her
willingness to do something and get involved.
The body without the breath of life is dead. Brothers and sisters our faith
is just as lifeless unless we are willing to get involved and do something. We
must be willing to show our faith by what we do. We need to give our faith
a heartbeat.
Bible Application
James is giving each and every one of us a great lesson on faith. Faith
and deeds are both essential, they go hand in hand with each other.
If we truly believe in God and His awesome power than we must trust
what James is telling us. We need to make sure that we realize that faith
alone will not bring us salvation.
It does not do us any good to say, “I sure feel sorry for those people”.
James is telling us that if we have true faith in God we would do something
to help those that we know about, those who we know have a need. If we
know someone has a need then we must do everything we can to pitch in
and help fill that need.
Just because we claim to have faith doesn’t mean we really do. If we
really have faith then we will live our lives proclaiming our faith in God by
the things that we do for those in need. Trusting God for your own daily
needs is not enough faith. True faith means that you will help take care of
those who may not be able to take care of themselves. Praying for them is
not enough, feeling sorry for them is just not enough! We must do
something and show people that we care about them.
In my opinion verse 19 should be a real eye opener to us all. James
reminds us that the demons of Satan believe and recognize that God is one.
How many Christians struggle with the oneness of God? This belief and this
understanding cause these demons to shake in fear.
Do we shake in fear? Are we willing to admit that maybe we have less
faith in God than the demons of Satan himself? Think about that!
James talks about our namesake Abraham. Abraham is a man whose life,
for the most part, exhibited great faith in God. Abraham uprooted his family
for God. How many of us would be willing to offer our own child up as a
sacrifice for God? How wonderful to serve a God who gave us His only
sired, or begotten, son so that mankind could have life everlasting in a sooncoming Kingdom.
Do we show as much faith as a common prostitute? Once again, that’s
something to think about isn’t it?
Finally James sums everything up when in James 2:26 he reminds us that
faith without deeds or actions or proof is a lifeless, dead kind of faith. God
wants us to prove to Him every day that we have faith in Him. How do we
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do that? We do that by showing love and compassion for others; by filling
their most basic of needs. We must live our faith and our faith must be alive
and have a heartbeat.
Life Response
As we think about today’s lesson I hope we clearly understand that if we
are going to claim to have faith in God we are going to have to prove it. The
examples that James has given us concerning faith are examples from both
ends of the spectrum. Clearly Abraham was a man of God, a man who
feared God and tried to live his life following God’s commands.
On the other hand we have a prostitute named Rahab. I am pretty sure it
is safe to say that up until the point in time when Rahab met the spies she
had not lived an exemplary lifestyle.
These examples should give us hope and they should tell us that no
matter where we are in our walk with God it is never too late to show and
practice your faith. Now is the time to give your faith a heartbeat!
Questions for Discussion
1. Do we have enough faith in God, and what actions have you taken to
show God you do have faith in Him? What deeds have you done in the
past?
2. Do you have as much faith as the demons do? Do you shake in fear
knowing that God is one?
3. What deeds can you do this week to show God that your faith has a
heartbeat?
4. On a scale of 1 to 10, with a 1 being the lowest and a 10 being the
highest, where do you rate the deeds you have done to show your faith in
God?
5. Does your church have “The Faith of Abraham” anywhere on your
church sign? Is this important? Why or why not?
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Lesson 9

January 26, 2014
Teachers and Tongues

Theme: “So speak and do as those who will be judged by the law of liberty”
(James 2:12)
Introduction
James showed the wisdom of an elder man well acquainted with the
Hebrew Scriptures. He encouraged his Jewish brethren who believed to “be
doers of the word, and not hearers only” (1:1, 22-23). He, like Jesus,
addressed the heart of man, “If anyone among you thinks he is religious, and
does not bridle his tongue but deceives his own heart, this one’s religion is
useless” (1:25). He reasoned out of the Law of Moses in the same way that
Jesus did in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5-7), “For whoever shall keep
the whole Law, and yet stumble in one point, he is guilty of all.” Then he
makes the new covenant application, “So speak and so do as those who will
be judged by the law of liberty. For judgment is without mercy to the one
who shows no mercy. Mercy triumphs over judgment” (2:10-13). The issues
which James addressed in chapter 3 concern self control and wise choices.
James shows that he was well acquainted with Jesus and his teaching.
Though he only declared himself “a bondservant of God and of the Lord
Jesus Christ,” James may well have been “James” of Acts 12 and 15, whose
wisdom and insight silenced the discussion about Gentiles keeping the Law
and circumcision when the brethren assembled in Jerusalem. He may well
have been as ascribed by tradition the half-brother of Jesus of whom the
apostle Paul also spoke respectfully (Gal. 1:18-19). We will do well to listen
and apply James’ advice to all who believe in Christ.
Lesson Text: James 3:1-12 (New King James Version; NKJV)
1
My brethren, let not many of you become teachers, knowing that we
shall receive a stricter judgment. 2 For we all stumble in many things. If
anyone does not stumble in word, he is a perfect man, able also to bridle the
whole body. 3 Indeed, we put bits in horses’ mouths that they may obey us,
and we turn their whole body. 4 Look also at ships: although they are so
large and are driven by fierce winds, they are turned by a very small rudder
wherever the pilot desires. 5 Even so the tongue is a little member and boasts
great things.
See how great a forest a little fire kindles! 6 And the tongue is a fire, a
world of iniquity. The tongue is so set among our members that it defiles the
whole body, and sets on fire the course of nature; and it is set on fire by hell.
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For every kind of beast and bird, of reptile and creature of the sea, is tamed
and has been tamed by mankind. 8 But no man can tame the tongue. It is an
unruly evil, full of deadly poison. 9 With it we bless our God and Father, and
with it we curse men, who have been made in the similitude of God. 10 Out
of the same mouth proceed blessing and cursing. My brethren, these things
ought not to be so. 11 Does a spring send forth fresh water and bitter from the
same opening? 12 Can a fig tree, my brethren, bear olives, or a grapevine
bear figs? Thus no spring yields both salt water and fresh.
Bible Learning
3:1 become teachers . . . stricter judgment Jesus set the bar for
teachers, “You call me Teacher and Lord, and you say well, for so I am”
(John 13:13). Reflecting on his 3 1/2 years with his disciples, Jesus said,
“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you
. . . You did not choose me, but I chose you, and appointed you that you
should go and bear fruit” (John 15:12-17). He sent them out to “make
disciples of all nations . . . teaching them to observe all things that I have
commanded you” (Matt. 28:19-20). But by the time James wrote years later,
teachers were already bringing false doctrines into the church. Keeping the
Law of Moses (including circumcision) continued among believing Jews
after Acts 15. Paul addressed this with several churches, in Galatians,
Romans, and Philippians. Faith versus works of the Law resulted in
divisions between Jews and Gentiles in the church. James taught, “I will
show you my faith by my works” like Abraham (2:18-26). Discrimination
between rich and poor, the educated and uneducated, city and rural cultures,
ethnicity and politics plagued the church from its beginning. James
addressed it in chapter 2. Paul warned, “after my departure savage wolves
will come in among you not sparing the flock. Also from among yourselves
men will rise up, speaking perverse things, to draw away the disciples after
themselves” (Acts 20:29-30). The second century saw the division of
‘Presbytery / Laity’ which escalated into the “apostasy” which Paul warned
of in 1 Timothy 4 and 2 Thessalonians 2, which was described in 1 John 2
and 4. James recognized the responsibility which teachers take upon
themselves, but not without a caution. He taught clearly what Jesus taught in
parables, “to whom much is given, from him much shall be required”
(Luke 12:48). James’ caution, however, did not excuse their God-given
responsibility to teach, “to commit these [teachings] to faithful men [and
women] who will be able to teach others also” (2 Timothy 2:2; read
1 Timothy 5 to explain that Paul meant women should teach also).
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3:2 we all stumble in many things . . . James first makes a broad
statement. Everyone sins, literally, ‘misses the mark’ – the target is God.
Paul agreed, “all have sinned and come short of the glory of God”
(Rom. 3:23). This does not mean that sin is passed from generation to
generation. Paul said death passed on to all because of Adam’s sin (Rom. 5).
So, James is not teaching ‘Original Sin’ but that all sin, like John explained,
“If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us
. . . . If we say that we have not sinned, we make Him a liar, and His word is
not in us. My little children, these things I write to you, so you do not sin.
And if anyone sins, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the
righteous” (1 John 1:8-2:1). God’s forgiveness counts us righteous. But
then, the forgiven one “does righteousness” and “does not continue in sin”
(1 John 3:7-9).
3:2 If anyone does not stumble in word, he is a perfect man James
then stated that sin begins in the mind, in the logos/reasoning. Jesus gave
one example, “whoever looks at a woman to lust after her has already
committed adultery with her in his heart” (Matt. 5:28). Jeremiah explained
the mind of man, “the heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately
wicked; who can know it. I, Jehovah, search the heart; I test the mind”
(Jer. 17:9). Speaking directly to our words, Jesus said,
out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks. A good man [and
woman] out of the good treasure of the heart brings forth good things,
and an evil man out of the evil treasure brings forth evil things. But I say
to you that for every idle word men may speak, they will give account of
it in the day of judgment. For by your words you will be justified, and by
your words you will be condemned. (Matt. 12:34-37).
Such is the “perfect” person. This is the word Paul used, “in understanding
be mature” (“perfect” KJV). The perfect man is a “spiritual man” and by the
tongue (in whatever language), “speaks the wisdom of God . . . the hidden
wisdom which God ordained before the ages for our glory” and “speaks the
hidden [and revealed] things of God.” The perfect man has “the mind of
Christ” (1 Cor. 2:6-16; 14:1-5, 20-25).
3:3-6 Even so the tongue is a little member and boasts great things
Compared to a “bit” in the horse’s mouth and a “rudder” on a ship, James
emphasized the power of the tongue. When not controlled by proper
reasoning, it is as destructive as gehenna fire (compare Malachi 4 with
2 Peter 3:10-12 and Revelation 21:8). Solomon expressed well, “there is a
way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way of death” (Prov. 14:12).
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Teachers who teach false doctrine lead others to destruction. When
controlled by the Spirit of God (i.e., the mind of Christ), it produces “self
control” (the fruit of the Spirit). Many, if not all, the works of the flesh in
Galatians 5:19-21 show lack of control; and the tongue plays a major part,
the result of improper reasoning. The “fruit of the Spirit” shows the
opposite, full control demonstrated by loving “your neighbor as yourself.”
James said, “bridle the whole body” (3:2) which means one keeps himself
under control, the result of godly reasoning. Teachers who teach the truths
of God use their tongues wisely and will boast great things in the kingdom
of God.
3:7-11 With it we bless God our Father and with it we curse men,
who have been made in the similitude of God James, well acquainted with
the Hebrew Scriptures, appeals to the Creation account. God made Adam
and Eve “in His own image” (Gen. 1:26-27). They knew only good. But
they ate of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Then man began to
speak well of God and speak destructive words about his fellow man. Then
man began to call on God and reject God. Then man began to speak well of
his neighbor and tear down his neighbor. James used the word “eulogize”
which is translated “bless”. He intended much more than speaking kind
words about the dead. The word “curse” is not vulgar or foul language,
though some cursing includes expressions of condemnation. Rather, he
intended to address what we think, say, and do – whether it is good or evil.
James instructed that blessing and cursing are not compatible conduct, “My
brethren, these things out not to be so” (3:10). The tongue is to speak clear
words like Solomon advised, “A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold in
settings of silver. Like an earring of gold and an ornament of fine gold is a
wise rebuker to an obedient ear” (Prov. 25:11-12). In the same pattern are
the words Paul quoted in Romans 12. “Bless those who persecute you; bless
and do not curse” and “Repay to no one evil for evil. Have regard for good
things in the sight of all men”. Those words were based on the wisdom of
Solomon, “If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him a
drink; for in doing so, you will heap coals of fire on his head”
(Rom. 12:14-21; Prov. 25:21-22). Paul and Solomon taught the same as
James. Show mercy, and add blessing upon blessing, so much that the one
receiving the blessing has the ability to bless others also. This was the
message of James’s letter, “So speak and do as those who will be judged by
the law of liberty”. James concluded in 3:13, “Who is wise and has
understanding among you? Let him show by good conduct that his works
are done in the meekness of wisdom.”
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Questions for Discussion
1. What is the relationship of teacher to disciples and discipleship?
2. How is the word “tongue” used throughout Scripture?
3. What does the phrase “in the image of God” mean in Scripture (to Adam,
man/woman, Jesus, and sons of God)?
4. Compare James’ examples from nature to scriptural principles of self
control.
5. How did Jesus “bless” his fellow Jews, especially his teachers (elders,
rabbis, and priests)?

(continued from page 31)
practiced behavior, or areas needing improvement. By the end of this
quarterly you will have quite a list of personal traits noted for your benefit
and/or improvement. It is a diary worthy of continued observation and
updates.
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Lesson 10

February 2, 2014
Meekness of Wisdom

Lesson Text: James 3:13-18 (New King James Version; NKJV)
13
Who is wise and understanding among you? Let him show by good
conduct that his works are done in the meekness of wisdom. 14 But if you
have bitter envy and self-seeking in your hearts, do not boast and lie against
the truth. 15 This wisdom does not descend from above, but is earthly,
sensual, demonic. 16 For where envy and self-seeking exist, confusion and
every evil thing are there. 17 But the wisdom that is from above is first pure,
then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and good fruits,
without partiality and without hypocrisy. 18 Now the fruit of righteousness is
sown in peace by those who make peace.
Key thought: “Wisdom is justified by her children” (Jesus).
Introduction
James began his letter, “If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God,
who gives all liberally and without reproach, and it will be given him” (1:5).
This gift comes from above, that is from the Father. It is from the same God
who gave us life by “His will” and His “word of truth” (1:17-18). James
constantly compared “hearers of the word” and “doers of the word” with
wisdom from God. He contrasted living by the “law of liberty” with the
lifestyle which is the wisdom of the world. To James “let him ask in faith”
transfers into “show my faith by my works” (1:5, with 2:18). A relationship
with God results in conduct directed by the wisdom which is from God.
3:13 Who is wise and understanding among you? James immediately
answered his own question, “let him show by good conduct that his works
are done in the meekness of wisdom.” Meekness begins with “the fear of
Jehovah” (Prov. 1:7). Conduct is:
Let not mercy and truth forsake you . . . and so find favor and high
esteem in the sight of God and man. Trust in Jehovah with all your heart,
and lean not on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge
Him, and He will direct your paths. Do not be wise in your own eyes;
fear Jehovah and depart from evil. It will be health to your flesh, and
refreshment to your bones (Prov. 3:3-8).
Bless God and He will bless you; or bless God and He will show you His
favor (give you His gifts). James gave a synopsis in a few words of what is
stated at greater length in the clear wisdom of Solomon. Search the Proverbs
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of Solomon and the observations of the Preacher in Ecclesiastes. James’
focus is to seek the wisdom that comes from above, from the reasoning of
God.
3:14-15 This wisdom is not from above
Bitter envy: this is an action based on the heart’s deepest feelings, i.e.
“root of bitterness springing up cause trouble; and by this many be defiled”
(Heb. 12:15; Esau is the example). It is destructive ill-will toward others.
Self-seeking in your hearts: again, an evil heart is the underlying cause
of selfish ambitions and strife (Jer. 17:9-10). “Before destruction the heart of
man is haughty.” Also, “These six things Jehovah hates . . . and abomination
to His soul . . . a heart that devises wicked plans” And, “He who plots to do
evil will be called a schemer [literally, master of evil plots]. The devising of
foolishness is sin, and the scoffer is an abomination to men.” (Prov. 18:12;
6:16-19; 24:8-9).
Boast . . . lie: more than words, it reflects acting out oneself over another,
or pride. “These . . . Jehovah hates . . . a proud look . . . a lying tongue . . . a
false witness who speaks lies . . . one who sows discord.” It glorifies itself
while putting down others. “He who is of a proud heart stirs up strife . . .
When the wicked arise, men hide themselves” (Prov. 28:25, 28). James later
quoted Proverbs 3:34, “God resists the proud, but gives favor to the
humble.” Not God-approved, these attitudes flow from a heart not guided by
the word of God, so are not directed by the Spirit of God, but come from
within man.
3:15 Earthly, sensual, even demonic Notice the order James assigned to
the source, or root cause, of evil and sin. Like Paul in 1 Corinthians 1-2,
James first used “earthly” to mean “the wisdom of this world” and “the
wisdom of men” (1:20; 2:5). In Paul’s word, “carnal” defines “sensual”.
There is a manner in which the world thinks and acts. Paul wrote, “their
conscience bearing witness, and between themselves their thoughts accusing
or else excusing them” (Rom. 2:15). The result of these attitudes and actions
is “confusion and every evil thing.” Paul explained “earthly,” “the nations
walk in the futility of their mind, having their understanding darkened, being
alienated from the life of God . . . .” He then concluded, “But you have not
so learned Christ” (Eph. 4:17-20). From one’s self, “sensual” is literally
“soulish”. James attributes sin to human nature, “But one is tempted when
he is drawn away by his own desires” (1:14, “lusts” in the KJV when the
desires are sinful). It is John who explains “demonic” (1 John 3:8-10), “He
who sins is of the Devil, for the Devil has sinned from the beginning.” But
the Devil will be punished for his own sins; and each of the wicked similarly
(read Matthew 13:37-42). But John added, “For this purpose the Son of God
was manifested, that he might destroy the works of the Devil” (3:8). James
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advised, “Therefore, submit to God. Resist the Devil and he will flee from
you” (4:7).
3:17 But the wisdom that is from above
First pure: as pure as light, “from the Father of lights, from whom there
is no variation or shadow of turning” (1:17; read 1 John 1). With God there
is no darkness, both literally and figuratively. If His light is in us, through
His son Jesus who is “the light of the world” (John 8:12), we will one day
see Jehovah’s face when we with David “awake with Your likeness [to see
Your form]” (Psa. 17:15). In the kingdom of our Father, we will “see His
face, and His name shall be in [our] foreheads . . . the LORD God gives them
light” (Rev. 22:4-5). “And everyone who has this hope purifies himself as
He [the Father] is pure” (1 John 3:1-3).
peaceable: “blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called the
children of God” and “pursue peace with all people, and holiness, without
which no one will see the Lord [Jehovah]” (Heb. 12:14). We cannot
overstate the importance of peace and nonviolence to show God’s love.
Read 1 Peter 2 where he concluded with Jesus as our example, “who when
he was reviled did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not threaten,
but committed himself to Him who judges righteously . . . .”).
gentle: what the Spirit of God produces in our living, a lifestyle along
with peaceable (Gal. 5:22-23). Paul says “we live in the Spirit” and “we
walk in the Spirit”.
willing to yield: “submissive” (NIV) and “willing to yield” seem unclear;
better is “easy to be entreated” (KJV), it is an attitude and action rather than
a reaction, a true friend. “A friend loves at all times” (Prov. 17:17).
full of mercy and good fruits: “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall
obtain mercy” (Jesus) and “Mercy triumphs over judgment” (James) express
the life of the believer now and the promised reward in God’s kingdom.
Mercy shows our love toward others; God is our example showing His
“grace/favor” and “kindness.” Compare Ephesians 2:1-10, “we are His
workmanship, created unto good works that we should walk in them.”
without partiality and hypocrisy: Again, God is our example; read
Deuteronomy 10:12-22 with Acts 10:34-35 and Romans 2:11. There is no
place for discrimination in the life of a believer. James deals with one
scenario in chapter two, admonishing “If you fulfill the royal law according
to the Scripture, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself’, you do well; but
if you show partiality, you commit sin and are convicted by the law as
transgressors” (James 2:8-9).
3:18 the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace by those who make
peace “Wisdom is too lofty for a fool” comes from the wisdom of Solomon
(Prov. 24:7). In contrast, Solomon said previously, “Through wisdom a
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house is built, and by understanding it is established; by knowledge the
rooms are filled with all precious and pleasant things; for by wise counsel
you will wage your own war, and in a multitude of counsel there is safety”
(24:3-6). By wisdom, understanding, knowledge, and prudence the God of
peace created the heavens and the earth and all things in it, and it was good
(Prov. 8; Gen. 1:31). God’s kingdom will be a kingdom of peace (Isa. 9:7;
11:9-10). Our righteousness will reflect the God of peace when we live in
peace. Paul encouraged us “that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and
giving of thanks be made for all men, for kings and all who are in authority,
that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and reverence.
For this is good and acceptable in the sight of God our Savior”
(1 Tim. 2:1-3). Peace will soon come, as the psalmist sang: “Pray for the
peace of Jerusalem; may they prosper who love you” (Psalm 122:7).
Questions for Discussion
1. What do Jesus’ words mean: “wisdom is justified by her children”?
2. Compare James’ list of sins with Paul’s “works of the flesh” in
Galatians 5.
3. How does James’ “wisdom from above” interweave with Paul’s “fruit of
the Spirit”?
4. Discuss the application of “peace” in American culture; other cultures.
5. In what ways is God a God of peace in Old and New Testament times?
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Lesson 11

February 9, 2014
Leggo My Ego

Golden Text: “You are a mist that appears for a little while and then
vanishes.” (James 4:14b, NIV)
Lesson Aim: (1) To understand that God’s gracious will never leads us
astray, and (2) To know that yielding to God’s good will helps us to get the
most satisfaction out of our brief lives.
Lesson Text: James 4:13-17 (NIV)
13
Now listen, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that
city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money.” 14 Why, you do
not even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a
mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes. 15 Instead, you ought to
say, “If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or that.” 16 As it is, you
boast in your arrogant schemes. All such boasting is evil. 17 If anyone, then,
knows the good they ought to do and doesn’t do it, it is sin for them.
Life Need
Here’s a story you can sink your teeth into: recently at the dentist’s the
dental assistant happened to mention to me how quickly time passes. I
replied, “You know how they say that time flies when you’re having fun?
Well, I’m not even having that much fun, and it still flies.” Understanding
the brevity of life should make us want to live this mortal existence to its
fullest, and yet sometimes we struggle at that. Just how do we get the most
out of life? How can we sink our teeth into each new day, so that when we
rest our heads on our pillows at night we can feel the peace of knowing
we’ve lived the past day with no regrets?
YOU TRUTH: At the end of each day, what kinds of things do you tend
to regret doing or not doing? Do you generally have trouble enjoying life?
Explain.
What if you could just let go for one day? What if you could wake up in
the morning feeling no pressure, with just this simple prayer on your lips:
“Lord, this is your day. Let your will be my guide through it all. I trust that
your will for me is good.”? What if your trust in God’s love was so steady
and pure that you could face each day with exhilarating joy? Would you feel
better about life? (Consider Psalm 32:8-10 and Jeremiah 29:11.)
YOU TRUTH: Is it easy or difficult for you to pray “Lord, your will be
done”? Either way, why?
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Background and Discussion
Life was not easy for the Christians in Jerusalem. There was little cash.
Everyone who had, gave all (Acts 2:44-45). Once the supplies were
exhausted, from where was the food coming? the clothes? the shelter? Some
help could be expected from believers elsewhere (Acts 24:17;
Rom. 15:23-29), but would that be enough? It is not difficult to comprehend
why some of the Jerusalem saints might have become restless for relief.
Why not go someplace else where there is work? What is so bad about that?
Why stay and suffer in Jerusalem? Why watch my family struggle? (This is
reminiscent of the grumbling Israelites in Numbers 11:4-6.)
Or was James afraid of losing the cohesive nature of the prototype
spiritual family in Jerusalem who “had everything in common”? Was James
afraid that the threads of their close-knit group would slowly unravel if a
few began leaving? Would others follow?
Or, maybe, simple envy and greed were gnawing at some souls (review
James 2:1-7).
YOU TRUTH: (1) Has your family ever endured a financial crisis? What
was that like for you emotionally? spiritually? materially? Did you try to
relieve the financial stress in any way? Explain. (2) Has your church ever
struggled financially? What plans did you make to overcome the distress?
What’s the difference between stepping out in faith and simply stepping out?
One person will humbly plan for the future and ask God for direction.
Another will boldly move forward without seeking guidance or thinking
things through. That person has prideful, ego-driven goals made apart from
God’s will. In today’s text James addresses those souls who would make
rash decisions in regard to tomorrow.
TARRY AND CARRY (v. 13) Unless you’re King Midas, or have a
money tree in your backyard (can I have some seeds?), it takes time to get
rich. And the more time you spend away from home carrying on business,
and the more money you make, the less likely you are to go back. It’s a
temptation few can resist: stay in my new home and become wealthy? or
return and give it all away? Comfort and convenience often overpower
empathy and compassion – and FAITH.
YOU TRUTH: Some recent polls show that a majority of Millennials
(Americans born between the early 1980s and early 2000s) have little
interest in helping anyone except themselves, and in generating anything
except wealth and pleasure. What might be some reasons for selfishness and
self-satisfaction expanding among young adults? What are solutions?
POOF! AND PRANCING (v. 14, 16-17) Life is short. Even when life is
long, it’s short. I recently attended the funeral of a lady who was 102 when
she died. She retired from work the year I graduated from high school. Still,
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even 102 years is a brief span in light of eternity. James says we’re like
morning fog – here now, soon gone. Isaiah says we’re like dry grass and
falling flower petals (40:6-8). Anyone who has ever planted annual flowers
during a northern springtime knows how brief the “beauty” season is. Fall
and winter arrive too soon. So why waste precious time on proud and vain
(empty) endeavors? Isn’t there meaningful work to be done right here, right
now?
YOU TRUTH: How do you feel about your days? Do you ever feel as
though you’ve wasted too much of your time? We all have responsibilities
and we all need some me time, of course (it’s imperative!), so how do we
maintain a healthy spiritual balance between self and serving?
A BETTER PLAN (v. 15) Someone once said that it’s important to
consider the future because that’s where all of us will spend the rest of our
lives. Then becomes now before we can catch our breath. We’re always
stepping into the future – always. We can’t know what tomorrow will be
when it becomes today; but we can know the One who sees the path ahead
and makes plans for our well-being as we take each new step forward.
(Revisit Jeremiah 29:11.) Isn’t trust in the Creator much more valuable than
trust in my rapidly vanishing ego? When each new day begins, One will
stand, and that One will stand with us, doing all that can be done to help us
and not hurt us. Yielding to God’s will is never a bad plan.
YOU TRUTH: Have you ever forced, willed, something to happen, only
to find out that if you’d patiently waited a while longer God had already
worked things out for you (and that His solution was much better than your
own)? Afterward did you feel humbled, or grateful, or frustrated with
yourself? Were you frustrated with God for not acting sooner?
Life Application
My wife and I had finished breakfast at a well-known fast food
restaurant. As we were walking out the door my wife asked, “Shouldn’t you
leave that here?” I was absentmindedly carrying the serving tray away with
me. A newspaper headline flashed through my mind: “PASTOR GRABS!
CLOWN NABS!” Mug shots, fingerprints, and the gossip: “I always figured
there was somethin’ funny ‘bout that fella.” “Yep.” “A common tray thief.
Who’da known?” “Yep.”
An absent mind often sends our thoughts astray from the present
moment. We wander off the Way. We make bad decisions. Our puffed-up
egos will become deflated under the pressure of reality. As I write these
very words, the mechanism that holds up my office chair is failing and I am
slowly sinking to the floor. I’m now near to sitting on the floor, looking up
at my computer screen. My knees almost touch my chin. My neck hurts.
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Often when someone trusts in one’s own vain will it does something like
that – a person gets left in a very uncomfortable position. Life seems out of
whack. Something about the whole matter just doesn’t feel right, and then
what do I do?
Lesson finished. Okay, now, how do I get off this crazy deflated office
chair? “Hey, is anybody there? Can somebody give me a hand?” I think I
hear a voice from above: “I am. I will.”
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Lesson 12

February 16, 2014

Living Like It’s the End of Time
Living Like There’s Another Tomorrow . . .
Just as Rich strolled onto the tee box his smartphone vibrated.
“You should have shut that thing off,” complained Ryan as he selected a
2 iron for the 375-yard 6th green. The foursome was enjoying its weekly
Tuesday afternoon at the Westchester Executive Country Resort.
“Crank,” Rich replied, dropping the phone into his pocket. He pulled out
his driver, examined his ball, getting ready to drive while shaking his head.
His Android identified the caller, another divorce case that took way too
much of his valuable time.
“Don’t bring that thing again. This is your most important afternoon of
the week, right?” quipped Reggie, who was lounging with a beer as he
awaited his turn.
“All you do with those cases is pocket a huge retainer, plead more time
with the judge, and suck their credit cards dry” Rhett accused as he squatted
in the shade, the last to the tee.
It’s gotta be tough, getting rich off the needy.
If that free-some foursome seems over the top, I think about any day of
my week. It’s pretty much free-wheeling. My wife and I grab the gusto of
each day, like another will come along that also brings its joy. One week
blends into another, we make plans for something BIG down the way, and
expect to get there intact. It’s so much fun to be retired and enjoy it.
Life is good. It will go on. We’re not rich, but may be so when compared
to how 95 percent of the rest of the world lives from one hungry day to the
next. But we haven’t abused anyone, have we?
Lesson Text (part one): James 5:1-6 (NRSV)
5:1
Come now, you rich people, weep and wail for the miseries that are
coming to you. 2 Your riches have rotted, and your clothes are moth-eaten.
3
Your gold and silver have rusted, and their rust will be evidence against
you, and it will eat your flesh like fire. You have laid up treasure [Or will
eat your flesh, since you have stored up fire] for the last days. 4 Listen! The
wages of the laborers who mowed your fields, which you kept back by
fraud, cry out, and the cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the
Lord of hosts. 5 You have lived on the earth in luxury and in pleasure; you
have fattened your hearts in a day of slaughter. 6 You have condemned and
murdered the righteous one, who does not resist you.
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Worthlessness of Rich Hoarders
Yikes!
The text reads like James thinks all riches are absolutely worthless and
any person who intentionally covets such is detestable. He’s hoping I will
not focus entirely on piling up treasure upon treasure.
Look at what Bernie Madoff did to all of us. He bilked our economy into
a multiple trillion dollar black hole. And what happened when he got
caught? He howled and wailed because he’ll be languishing in prison, away
from the easy life. His judgment tore him up.
Now examine the terror such words as “wail”, “rotted”, and “moth-eaten”
express. The meaning of “wail” in this context is “to shriek or howl”. The
very horror! Lovers of money will bawl when their rich life evaporates at
the day of the Lord. The Old Testament prophet Isaiah painted vivid
snapshots of the misery the day will visit on the wicked: “Wail, for the day
of the LORD is near; it will come like destruction from the Almighty!
Therefore all hands will be feeble, and every human heart will melt, and
they will be dismayed” (Isa. 13:6-8). You can see other strong terrors felt by
the guilty in Isaiah 14:31; 15:2-3; 16:7; 23:1, 14; 65:14.
In the time of James riches were achieved by three means: stock-piling
grain, gathering expensive garments, and hoarding silver and gold. What do
you do with rotted grain, moth-eaten clothes, and the corruption of precious
metals? James declares that silver and gold rust. Really? Actually he is using
a vivid word picture. They don’t rust, but even the most precious riches have
no permanence in judgment; they are doomed to decay. In the day of the
Lord those deceived by stockpiling riches are horrified when their flesh is
eaten by fire.
How did the rich get that way? By oppressing the poor and the
innocent and the weak, James shouts out. When employers hold back
wages of workers and invest the same for their own profit, that injustice
comes to the ears of the Lord of the universe. When the lavish lifestyles of
the rich become a visual of oppression of the poor, that injustice will be paid
back on the day of judgment. When righteous people are murdered, their
blood screams out to the God of vengeance.
“Indeed our God is a consuming fire” (Heb. 12:29).
Where’s Social Justice?
James isn’t the only one condemning dishonest gain and selfish wealth.
Glance through the prophets. Amos blazes with righteous anger against
merchants who give short weight and short measure, who buy the poor for
silver and the needy for a pair of shoes, who dump off onto the poor their
refuse wheat. “I will never forget any of their deeds,” says God
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(Amos 8:4-7). Isaiah blasts estate builders who add house to house and field
to field (Isa. 5:8). Where is social justice? “Let justice roll down like waters,
and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream” demanded Amos (5:24).
The selfish rich gain their wealth by social injustice. In Bible times a day
laborer lived on the edge of starvation, so it is wrong to delay his daily pay.
Thus the wisdom of the sage declares: “Do not withhold good from those to
whom it is due, when it is in your power to do it. Do not say to your
neighbor, ‘Go, and come again, tomorrow I will give it’ – when you have it
with you” (Prov. 3:27-28). The prophet pronounces a severe condemnation:
“Woe to him who builds his house by unrighteousness, and his upper rooms
by injustice; who makes his neighbors work for nothing, and does not give
them their wages” (Jer. 22:13).
The selfish rich use their wealth selfishly. They have lived in luxury and
pleasure, the meaning of the phrase is that their moral fiber has broken down
so much that they now lust after lewd things to the loss of their love for
others.
To choose such a pathway means to choose your own end. Even as
fattened cattle are slaughtered for a feast, so those who choose selfish luxury
fatten themselves for the day of judgment.
Worse, the selfish rich have slain righteous persons who are unresisting.
They go to any means to destroy them. Like their Lord, the righteous are
like sheep taken to the slaughter, unwilling to object to injustice, knowing
that the Judge is at the door.
But when will the Judge judge? When will the end come? How can the
righteous continue to stand in the face of unrighteousness?
Lesson Text (part two): James 5:7-11 (NRSV)
7
Be patient, therefore, beloved, until the coming of the Lord. The farmer
waits for the precious crop from the earth, being patient with it until it
receives the early and the late rains. 8 You also must be patient. Strengthen
your hearts, for the coming of the Lord is near. 9 Beloved, do not grumble
against one another, so that you may not be judged. See, the Judge is
standing at the doors! 10 As an example of suffering and patience, beloved,
take the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord. 11 Indeed we call
blessed those who showed endurance. You have heard of the endurance of
Job, and you have seen the purpose of the Lord, how the Lord is
compassionate and merciful.
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But We Have Questions . . .
Wait?
Be patient? Why?
Is it not right for God to erase wrongs and vindicate the righteous in their
time? What’s good about waiting for vindication while meanwhile the
selfish relish their riches?
And what is patience? That’s something I don’t have time for. How does
patience help me to understand a God who does not bring judgment right
now?
Well, patience is more than enduring my circumstances. The word
actually means: being able to accept or tolerate delays, problems, or
suffering without becoming annoyed or anxious.
So patience means that I must continue marching to God’s drumbeat
while the world rushes on to its excesses. It means that I refuse to become
worried as evil runs rampant while I look forward to the day of the Lord. It
means that I relish a life of faith until the literal return of Jesus to set the
world right.
James uses the example of the farmer. In Palestine the early rains of
October germinated the wheat, and the later rains of April and May matured
the grain. A man of the soil had to wait from the early rains through the
latter rains before he could bring in the crop. To dig up the seed before the
early rain damaged germination; to break the plant’s stalk before the heads
developed after the latter rains ruined the harvest.
So to attempt to rush God’s timetable calls our faith in question. There’s
no way our questions can get in the way of God’s answers. Our waiting for
God’s action confirms our faith instead of casting blame or creating anxiety.
So since Jesus didn’t return in the day of James, what are we to learn
about his return that will increase our patience? What is the biblical teaching
about his return?
Three Words Picture the Return of Christ
The first word, parousia, is the most commonly used. In ordinary Greek
it means “presence”, “arrival”, or “official visit”. It is used to describe an
army’s invasion of another country. It also refers to the official visit of a
governor to a district. So Jesus will come as the final invasion to earth from
heaven to establish the Kingdom of God. New Testament texts containing
this word are Matthew 24:3, 27, 37, 39; 1 Thessalonians 2:19; 3:13; 4:15;
5:23; 2 Thessalonians 2:1; 1 Corinthians 15:23; 1 John 2:28; 2 Peter 1:16;
3:4.
The second word, epiphaneia, has reference to the appearance of a god to
his subjects. It also described the ascension of the emperor to his power in
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Rome. So when this word is used of Jesus, it means that he will appear to
both people who are waiting for him and to those who disregard him. Some
of those Bible passages are: Titus 2:13; 2 Timothy 4:1; 2 Thessalonians 2:9.
The third word, apokalupsis, means an “unveiling” or “laying bare”.
When Jesus is so described, he is unveiling the power and glory of God
coming to humanity. Look at 1 Peter 1:7, 13 accordingly.
So these snapshots picture Jesus’ arrival as the King, mounting his
everlasting throne, and the new world will be ablaze with his heavenly
glory.
But when will all this take place? How long do we have to be patient? Is
there a timetable of events leading up to his return? James doesn’t deal with
such details, he hammers on the main point.
The Tension: Here and Now . . . There and Then
No one knows the day nor the hour of the return of Christ. Even Jesus
didn’t know (Matt. 24:36; Mark 13:32). God has kept that knowledge to
Himself. While the Olivet Discourse (Matt. 24; Mark 13; Luke 21) contains
signs, Jesus makes it clear there: be ready. Continue proclaiming the
message of God’s coming Kingdom (Matt. 24:14). Keep the life of love and
faith blazing.
It’s also true that his return will be instantaneous, sudden, and
unexpected, like lightning or the coming of a thief (Matt. 24:27, 37, 39;
1 Thess. 5:2; 2 Peter 3:10). So we can’t delay getting ready; we must be
ready, now.
So how do we get ready? What are the things of love and faith and hope
that we are busy with today?
Of course, watchfulness is key (1 Pet. 4:7; Matt. 24:36-51). Like the
master returning to his estate could come in the morning, at midday, or in
the evening, we can only know that he will come. We are expecting.
But he did not return during great crisis times in the past, like at
A.D. 1000, or to conclude World War I or World War II, or in 1988 for
when Israel turned 40. This time of delay can’t get to us. A day with God is
like a thousand years, and vice versa (2 Pet. 3:4). We cannot despair or
forget.
We prepare for his return by being sober (1 Pet. 4:7), living holy lives
(1 Thess. 3:13), living blamelessly (5:23), and putting off the works of
darkness in favor of the works of light (Rom. 13:11-14).
When Jesus does come, will we be in fellowship with believers of like
precious faith? That’s the urging of the New Testament (1 Pet. 4:8-9;
1 Cor. 16:14, 22; Phil. 4:5; Heb. 10:24-25). All of our relationships with
others are pure and right. We have our spiritual ducks in a row.
59

The hope of Christ’s return keeps us in close fellowship with him, day by
day, every day (1 John 2:28). If Jesus is to come to bring the world to a final
event that ushers in his everlasting Kingdom, we want to live as close to the
King as is possible now.
Patience Wins
James takes us to two more examples of patience, the Old Testament
prophets and Job. Seers like Elijah and Elisha were sent to deliver God’s
judging word to kings and common people, knowing for sure that God
meant what He said and would bring it to pass. Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and
Daniel uttered predictions that meant God would intervene in humankind’s
affairs then and for the future. They often didn’t live in the final outcome,
but they were confident and patient that that day would come.
Job’s patience is another story. He lost all that he had, including his
family and his own healthy body. Even trustworthy friends mocked his faith,
suggesting that God had forsaken him. But Job declared: “Though he kill
me, yet I will trust in him” (Job 13:15, NRSV, margin). With firmness of
trust he declared, “Even now, in fact, my witness is in heaven, and he that
vouches for me is on high” (16:19). In spite of his condition he was sure of
God’s work in his life and confident of a future life free of pain, he said,
“For I know that my Redeemer lives, and that at the last he will stand upon
the earth; and after my skin has been thus destroyed, then in my flesh I shall
see God” (19:25-26).
Job passionately argued with God and his friends, but his faith and hope
was flamingly alive. His was not an unquestioned patience, but a passionate
trust and a confident assurance, in spite of every calamity.
There will be moments when we are tempted to think that God has
forgotten, that wrong wins, that there is no hope. But patient faith and hope
will win through these light afflictions. One day we will see the kind and
merciful God bringing a final solution to the universe. He will send Jesus
“who must remain in heaven until the time of universal restoration that God
announced long ago through his holy prophets” (Acts 3:21).
So while we wait the day of the Lord, “Let us therefore approach the
throne of grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find grace
to help in time of need” (Heb. 4:16).
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Lesson 13

February 23, 2014

Oaths, Prayer for the Sick, Confession of Sins
Lesson Text: James 5:12-20 (NRSV)
12
Above all, my beloved, do not swear, either by heaven or by earth or
by any other oath, but let your “Yes” be yes and your “No” be no, so that
you may not fall under condemnation.
13
Are any among you suffering? They should pray. Are any cheerful?
They should sing songs of praise. 14 Are any among you sick? They should
call for the elders of the church and have them pray over them, anointing
them with oil in the name of the Lord. 15 The prayer of faith will save the
sick, and the Lord will raise them up; and anyone who has committed sins
will be forgiven. 16 Therefore confess your sins to one another, and pray for
one another, so that you may be healed. The prayer of the righteous is
powerful and effective. 17 Elijah was a human being like us, and he prayed
fervently that it might not rain, and for three years and six months it did not
rain on the earth. 18 Then he prayed again, and the heaven gave rain and the
earth yielded its harvest.
19
My brothers and sisters, if anyone among you wanders from the truth
and is brought back by another, 20 you should know that whoever brings
back a sinner from wandering will save the sinner’s soul from death and will
cover a multitude of sins.
Lesson Aim: To know that there are consequences if we swear by an oath.
To understand that God has given us a tool to use along with prayer for the
sick; to always remember that we have a responsibility to help turn the
wandering sinner from the error of one’s ways.
Life Need
How many of us has taken an oath or made a promise? Your wedding
vows are an oath. They are a promise to your spouse and to God. You take
an oath to remain faithful no matter how good or how bad things in life
might be in your lives and in your marriage. Do you belong to a group or
organization that requires you take an oath of secrecy? “What goes on here
stays here.” Has anyone ever wronged you, maybe they stole something
from you? Maybe someone owes you money? Maybe they said something
mean or unkind? Have you ever said to someone, or even under your breath,
“I’ll get even no matter what”?
Many years ago I remember myself and another brother in Christ laying
on hands and praying for a member of our church. This man was diagnosed
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with a terminal brain tumor. I will never forget the feeling that came over
me as we prayed for this man. I remember through conversations that we all
felt something very special that day. Later at a follow up visit the doctors
were totally amazed. No tumor; no problems. This man and his wife are now
sleeping in the grave waiting on the return of Jesus Christ and the sound of
the Shofar. To the day she died his wife gave credit for his long life and
healing to the prayers that were offered up by me and my brother. Every
chance I could I would remind her it was the grace of God; not us.
I also remember a time a cousin of mine was diagnosed with a softballsized cancerous tumor in or near her stomach. Needless to say the entire
family spent much time in prayer for her. The doctors informed the family
that it would be a very long procedure and to expect her to be in surgery a
long time. The doctors came back out to talk to the family in a very short
time. Of course the family thought the worst at first; she must be so full of
cancer they just closed her back up! The doctors came back so quickly to
report that the tumor had somehow completely disappeared. What was once
so visible and evident on every medical picture she had taken was
mysteriously nonexistent. It was and remains no mystery to our family. We
know that it was because of the power of prayer and the grace of God that
healing was provided.
I know that for some the practice of anointing with oil and praying over
the sick might be controversial or even radical. I often wonder why this train
of thought exists when so clearly in black and white we are told that we
should be using this practice as a tool at our disposal whenever we need it.
Bible Learning
I have heard it said that the book of James is one of the most thorough
books in the Bible. From the beginning of chapter 1 to the end of chapter 5
you can find a “how to” guide on living the Christian life. How ironic this;
in John 7:5 we read “For not even His brothers were believing in Him”
(NASB). Although it is not known for sure it is believed that James, the
half-brother of Jesus, is the author of the book of James.
In James 5:12 James is talking about swearing and about swearing by an
oath.
So what do we mean by swearing an oath? The word “swear”, used here,
means “to affirm, promise, or threaten”. It can also mean “to be called to
witness or invoke”. (Thayer, p. 444)
There is a real good possibility that James heard Jesus as he talked about
swearing by an oath in his Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:33-37). James is
reminding us that the reality is swearing by an oath can be a matter of life
and death. Obviously this is something we should avoid and strive not to do.
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In James 5:13 James is telling us if we are suffering from anything that
we need to be praying. If we are happy then we need to be singing praises to
God. James goes on to tell us in James 5:14 that if we are sick then there is
something we can do. We have been instructed to gather the elders together
and be anointed with oil. I am sure we all have had our shares of problems
and trials, haven’t we? Sometimes we can suffer because of our own sins;
we suffer because of ourselves (Luke 15:11-19). We might suffer because of
righteousness (2 Tim. 3:12) and there are times that we suffer and there just
is no apparent reason for that suffering (Luke 13:4-5). The wonderful thing
is that through all these trials God has given us a tool to use to help with
these problems. We have the ability to have our elders anoint us with oil and
pray over us.
In James 5:15 we are reminded that the prayer offered in faith will be
answered. Please take note that there is a condition here. Not just any old
prayer will be answered. Your elders must pray with the faith that healing
will take place, that prayer will be answered. Sins can be forgiven; lives can
be remade whole both inside and out.
In James 5:16 James is giving us a commandment that is sometimes a
“hard pill to swallow”. Verse 16 makes it very clear that we are to be held
accountable to each other. The church (we the people) are supposed to be
accountable to each other and we are to pray for each other. There is another
important part of verse 16. Clearly in verse 16 we can see the need and the
power held within if we are living a righteous life. The New King James
Version of James 5:16 says, “Confess your trespasses to one another, and
pray for one another, that you may be healed. The effective, fervent prayer
of a righteous man avails much”. We see here that the kind of prayer that is
most effective is fervent prayer. Fervent prayer is prayer that is in motion,
prayer that is powerful and puts forth action. Prayer and faith are two tools
that need to work together. Prayer and faith are to be hand-in-hand with us
and a part of us as we pray for others.
In James 5:17-18 James is reminding us about Elijah and the way God
answered the prayers of Elijah.
In James 5:19-20 we are told about God’s reward for those who can turn
a sinner from the error of one’s ways and return their life and heart back to
God. James is telling us in verse 20 that God’s reward for doing this is a
great one.
Life Response
God loves us and He sent us His Son Jesus Christ. Jesus never promised
us a life free from troubles and responsibilities. Jesus never told any of his
disciples that following him was going to be an easy task. Likewise we
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know that we have never been promised a worry-free life either. We have
trial, troubles, aches and pains. The wonderful thing is that James is making
it very clear here that even though we may endure so many of life’s troubles
that we do have a tool to help us. We have faith, prayer and we have the
prayers of our elders. We have an accountability system within our own
brothers and sisters in Christ.
Questions for Discussion
1. Is swearing by an oath a problem or is this an outdated concept? How do
you feel about swearing by an oath to an organization like the Masons or
Kiwanis? Are you familiar with people choosing to say “I affirm” rather
than “I swear”?
2. How easy is it to be suffering and praising God both at the same time?
Do you find yourself singing praises to God at all, only in good times,
only in bad times, or do you never sing praises to God?
3. Does your church do anointing services? How do you feel about an
anointing service? Have you ever witnessed one or been a part of an
anointing service?
4. How do you feel about confessing your sins to a brother or sister in
Christ? Do we use this accountability tool or do we go to church giving
the impression that we don’t have any sins to talk about? If someone
came to you about a sin they had committed how would you help them
with this problem? Are you able to keep in confidence things which have
been confessed to you?
5. Have we been promised a life free from problems? What tools do we
have at our disposal biblically to deal with these problems?
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