The Story: Week Twenty-Five – Day One
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

The focus for today is on Jesus’ teaching ministry – particularly His parables.  We start with the parable of the Sower and the Seed (Matthew 13:1-23).  Jesus is teaching about the Word – how God uses it and how it is received.  God sows His seed.  He casts it out.  And it falls on a variety of soils.  Some is snatched away.  Others grow quickly, but without strong roots, they wither.  Some fall among the thorns and are unfruitful.  Others fall on good soil and produce a great harvest.  There have probably been times in our lives when we can identify with any one of these soils.

We heard the Word but we didn’t really listen.  We dismissed it as irrelevant.  It was a lesson that somebody else needed to hear.  It wasn’t for me.  And the devil was in the middle of all of that to snatch it away.

We heard it and received it with joy.  But we didn’t stick with it – didn’t allow the roots to deepen and grow.  And at the first sign of trouble – maybe someone made fun of us – maybe we were asked to explain the reason for our joy – and we started thinking and doubts arose.  And we withered.

We heard it.  We stuck with it.  The roots grew.  The plant grew and was strong.  But the cares of the world choked the plant (us) and it was unfruitful.  We became too self-centered – too focused on our own problems – to really flourish and bear fruit.  Our witness got clouded by our pursuit of the things of this world.

And then there were times when we heard the Word and we were that good soil – no rocks – good depth – no weeds.  And we flourished.  And by the power of that Word at work in us, we bore fruit – God’s fruit.  We lived it.

And that connects with two other parables that Jesus tells.  He says that we are like a lamp that is set on a stand that gives light to everyone in the room.  That is what God intends us to become – a light that shines with the joy of His salvation so that everyone can see it and be drawn to it.  We have to resist the temptation to place that light – to put our witness under a basket so that it can’t be seen – so that it doesn’t cause me any trouble.

The kingdom of God is also like a mustard seed – a small seed that produces a large plant that provides safety and security for the birds in the garden.  God is at work through His Word – through His Word at work in us and through us – to provide a sanctuary for those who are lost – a place of shelter and peace.

God is at work to accomplish that in us and through us to His glory and the building of His Church.

The Story: Week Twenty-Five – Day Two
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

This next portion focuses on a series of parables (recorded in Luke 15) that Jesus tells to teach about repentance.  The first is about a shepherd who goes out to search for one lost sheep.  The second is about a woman who finds her lost coin.  The third is about a father and his two sons.

In the first two a diligent search is made for the one lost sheep and the one lost coin.  The reputation of both the shepherd and the woman is on the line.  If the shepherd is content with the ninety –nine who didn’t wander off and doesn’t search for the one that is lost, then his reputation as a good shepherd is lost.  It’s the same for the woman.  If she doesn’t search for the one lost coin (satisfied with the nine that she still has), then her reputation as a good wife falls as well.  They make a careful search because that’s what a good shepherd and a good wife and manager do.

Both of these conclude with Jesus saying that there is great joy in heaven over one sinner who repents.  God invites the heavenly host to join with Him in His joy every time He finds and restores one lost sheep to the fold.  The shepherd and woman invite their neighbors to rejoice with them because they found that which was lost.  Our worship together is intended to be that kind of celebration.  God is inviting us to join Him in His joy.

In the third parable, a careful search is not made.  But the father goes out to both of his sons.  They are both lost and need to come home.  So the father goes out to both (with the younger, it’s outside the village – with the older, it’s out in the courtyard).

The younger son was coming back hoping to be made a hired man.  The older son never left the house but was living (in his mind) like a slave.  The father goes out to each so that he can welcome them home as sons.  That is one of the major points of this final parable: God doesn’t want hired men.  He doesn’t want slaves.  He wants children.  We can’t come home on our terms.  We come home on God’s terms or we don’t come home at all.  All that Jesus did through His life, death and resurrection was done to bring us home as children of God.

The Story: Week Twenty-Five – Day Three
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Today we look at the parable of the Good Samaritan and excerpts from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount.

Jesus tells the parable in response to a question posed by an expert in the Law.  And it always strikes me as odd that an expert in the Law would ask such a bad question.  Any lawyer should know that there is nothing you can do to inherit something.  That inheritance comes as a result of being in relationship with the one who owns the estate.

And Jesus doesn’t get lost in the details.  He doesn’t engage in a lengthy debate about the nature of the question.  He asks questions.  He asks because He wants to draw this lawyer into a conversation not a debate where there will be a winner and a loser.

In response to Jesus’ question, the lawyer says that the greatest commandment is to love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, strength and mind; and to love your neighbor as yourself.  Jesus commends him for his answer and tells him if he does that, then he will live.

His response reveals that he doesn’t do that.  He doesn’t do the second part well and seeks to justify himself by asking who is neighbor is.  Surely there are folks – like sinners, tax collectors and Samaritans – who are not to be considered neighbors.  And that calls into the question our ability to do the first part.  If we can’t love the one we can see, then how can we say we love the One we can’t see?

Much of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount deals with that issue of self-justification.  The one included here deals with prayer.  Jesus tells us not to pray like the hypocrites who pray in the synagogues and on the street corners in order to be seen by others.  If we take an honest look at the Ten Commandments, we will see that the focus is on how we treat others – how we live in relationship both with God and with our neighbor.

We can stand on street corners and pray.  We can give evidence of our righteousness and remain separated from our neighbor.  We can go down and serve at the soup kitchen and never connect with those we serve.  We can be like the priest and Levite who pass by on the other side and offer no physical assistance to the one left by the side of the road to die.

We are called to a more radical lifestyle.  We are called to be light to the world – to be salt.  Salt is meant to bring benefit to those things that it comes into contact with.  We could be filled with salt, but if it’s never used – if it’s never shared - then it does no good for our neighbor.

God has placed us in relationships so that we can be salt – so that we can be vessels through whom He works to bring life to those who are dead in sin – to season again those who have lost their flavor.

The Story: Week Twenty-Five – Day Four
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Today in our reading, Jesus demonstrates His authority over storms, over demons, over physical limitations and death.  We begin with His authority over nature.

He has finished teaching.  He and the Twelve get into a boat to go to the other side of the Sea of Galilee.  A furious storm came up and the Twelve were afraid that they were going to drown.  Jesus is asleep in the stern of the boat.  The disciples wake Him up and He rebukes the wind and says to the waves, “Quiet!  Be still!”  And the sea was completely calm.

Now the Twelve are faced with the question “Which is the greater fear?”  Is it the fear of the storm or the fear of the One who can calm the storm?  They were terrified and asked each other, “Who is this?  Even the wind and the waves obey Him!”

They arrive at the other side and are met by a man possessed with a multitude of demons.  Jesus casts out the demons and sends them into a herd of pigs.  The pigs then run into the Sea and drown.  Sin is always at work to destroy.  The demons are always at work to destroy.  Jesus is always at work to bring life.

The people of the region want Him to leave because they were afraid of His power (perhaps an answer to the previous question – the greater fear would seem to be of the One who cast out the demons and not the demons themselves).  The man who is healed wants to go with Jesus and the Twelve.  Jesus won’t let him.  Instead he remains to be a witness to Jesus in a place where He Himself is not welcome.

Jesus crosses the Sea again and heals the woman who was subject to bleeding and raises Jairus’ daughter from death to life.  Here we see the contrast between God’s timing and that of those in the midst of trials.  When we’re in the middle of a trial, we want the solution yesterday.  The woman wasn’t content to wait on Jesus.  She works her way through the crowd so that she can touch His garments.  Jairus tries to move Jesus along quickly because his daughter is at the point of death.  There’s no time to waste.

And Jesus doesn’t hurry.  He doesn’t break into a run.  His is the confidence of One who knows that no circumstance is beyond His ability to control.  There will be time to deal with Jairus’ daughter – even if He has to stop and determine who it was who touched His garment.

For the most part, those who witnessed Jesus’ works were amazed.  Those in the region of the Gerasenes were afraid of Him and asked Him to leave.  The Pharisees who were opposed to Him were convinced that He drove out demons by the prince of demons.  Those who reject Jesus will always have their justifications.

The Story: Week Twenty-Five – Day Five
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Today we look at what people were saying about Jesus.  We see Herod’s reaction to what the people were saying.  We look at the details of Herod’s dealings with John the Baptist (Mark 6:14-29).  We see Jesus feed the five thousand (Mark 6:30-44) and walk on water (Mark 6:45-56).  And we’ll see that many of those who follow Him turn away because of what He is teaching (John 6:25-71).

With Herod, we see again the foolishness of making statements based on emotions.  He was hosting a party.  He was enjoying himself.  Herodias’ daughter pleased him with her dancing.  And in front of all of his guests, he told her that he would give her anything she wanted.  She asks for the head of John the Baptist.  Herod is forced, by his oath made in front of all of his guests, to do what he would have never done in a less emotionally charged atmosphere.

In the feeding of the five thousand and the walking on water, we see the up and down nature of our faith in contrast to the never failing faithfulness of God.  Jesus wants to feed the five thousand with five loaves of bread and two fish.  The disciples can’t see how that is possible.  Jesus gives thanks to His Father in heaven, blesses the bread and fish and feeds not only the five thousand but the Twelve as well (with the leftovers).

In the walking on water, we see Peter speaking up once again when all the others are silent.  He tells Jesus that if it really is Him, He should tell Peter to come out to Him on the water.  Maybe Peter is doing this out of guilt he felt because of his doubts with the bread and fish.  Jesus tells him to come.  And Peter walks on the water (focused on Jesus).  But the wind and waves distract him and he begins to sink.  Jesus reaches out to him and they end up together in the boat.  God’s faithfulness is what sustains us (especially in the midst of our weaknesses).

In John 6, we see again the only two possible reactions to Jesus’ words – unbelief or belief.  Many turn away from Jesus because of His teachings.  They can’t believe what He is saying – especially what He says about Himself.  Peter, once again, and on the other hand, says to Jesus, “Where are we going to go.  You have the words of eternal life.”  It was also Peter who confessed that Jesus was the Christ, the Son of the living God.  Such confessions are made possible by the power of the Spirit working through God’s Word.  Peter heard and believed and so he confessed.

