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

We enter again into the life of Jesus at the beginning of His ministry – at the age of thirty.  His ministry begins without any fanfare when He is baptized in the Jordan.  He is just one more face in the crowd.  Many people were coming to John to be baptized by him.  The significance of Jesus’ baptism is noticed by John the Baptist and His Father in heaven who says, “This is My Son, whom I love; with Him I am well pleased.”

John is sent by God as the messenger who comes to announce the coming of the Messiah.  He is the fulfillment of Malachi’s prophecy that we read in Chapter 21: “See, I will send the prophet Elijah to you before that great and dreadful day of the Lord comes.  He will turn the hearts of the parents to their children, and the hearts of the children to their parents; or else I will come and strike the land with total destruction.”

Jesus is baptized, not because He needs to be baptized for the forgiveness of sins, but because it is another step in His identification with sinful man.  R. C. H. Lenski in his commentary on Matthew says, “He, the Sinless One, the very Son of God, chooses to put himself alongside of all the sinful ones for whom John’s sacrament was ordained.  He thus connects himself with all instances of John’s baptism; for it is his mediation that makes these truly efficacious for sinners.  By thus joining himself to all these instances of John’s baptism he signifies that he is now ready to take upon himself the load of all these sinners, i.e., to assume his redemptive office.”

The editor’s note describes Baptism as “a symbolic act demonstrating that new believers have abandoned their former ways and have embarked on new life.”  If Baptism is something that we do in obedience to Christ’s command, then that is the only conclusion you can come to.  But if Baptism is a work that God does (and it is) to us, then it is a means through which God works to bring us His gifts (Romans 6:3-11).

Jesus’ identification with sinful man continues after His being baptized.  He is taken into the wilderness where He is tempted by the devil.  Anyone who thinks that once you become a believer the rest of your life is a walk in the park, needs to pay attention to what takes place here.  He is tempted in every way, just like us, but He doesn’t sin.  He does for us what is impossible for us to accomplish and He gives the benefits of His perfect life to us.

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

Jesus has resisted the devil’s temptations.  He does what Adam and Eve could not.  He does what Israel could not as they wandered in the wilderness (the number 40 is no coincidence).  And now He begins His public ministry.

This portion begins with John the Baptist and questions about his identity.  The Jewish leaders wanted to know if he was the Messiah or Elijah or the Prophet.  To each question John said he was not.  But there was One coming after him who is greater than he.  John was not even worthy to untie the straps of His sandals.

The next day John sees Jesus coming and says to anyone who would listen, “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!”  John identifies Jesus as the One who was to come after him.  The next day as Jesus passed by, John said the same thing.  Two of John’s disciples follow Jesus.  Jesus talks with them and then they go to tell family and friends that they have found the One – the Messiah – that Moses wrote about.

That’s a good lesson for us.  The news that Jesus is our Savior from sin and death is news that isn’t meant for us to keep to ourselves.  It’s meant to be shared.  And we start with family and friends.

This portion closes with Jesus’ first miracle – in the Gospel of John it’s called the first sign.  He is at Cana for a wedding.  They run out of wine and Mary tells Jesus about it.  When Jesus appears reluctant to do anything about the problem, Mary tells the servants to do whatever Jesus tells them.  They do.  And the water is turned into wine.

The important result from this miracle wasn’t the quality of the wine.  It was that His disciples believed in Him.  That is always the goal of such miraculous intervention – that those who see would believe in Him as their Lord and Savior.

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

We begin today with Nicodemus.  He comes to Jesus at night under the cover of darkness.  He is afraid of what might happen to his position in the Council if He is seen talking to Jesus on his own – without the authority of those who are opposed to Jesus.

Perhaps he wanted to know if Jesus was truly the Messiah.  Maybe he had lots of questions.  He tells Jesus that he knows that He is a teacher who has come from God because no one could perform the signs He has done if God were not with Him.

Jesus goes right to the heart of the matter.  He doesn’t answer any of the questions directly that may have been running around in Nicodemus’ mind.  He simply says that no one can see the kingdom of God unless they are born again.

And Nicodemus doesn’t understand what Jesus is talking about.  To answer his questions, Jesus points Nicodemus to Moses and the bronze serpent that he lifted up in the desert when the people of Israel were being bitten by poisonous snakes.  Any one who looked on that bronze serpent would live.  In the same way, being born again involved faith – believing God at His Word – believing in the Word of God made flesh.  Whoever believes in Jesus will not perish but have everlasting life.

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

Now we travel with Jesus to Samaria.  That in itself would have raised some eyebrows.  The Jews hated the Samaritans.  To travel from Jerusalem to Galilee or from Galilee to Jerusalem, a Jew would only go through Samaria at great need.  The usual route was to travel down on the east side of the Jordan River and cross at Jericho.  It was a longer route, but you wouldn’t have to pass through Samaria.

So Jesus is in Samaria at a town called Sychar.  He sits down at Jacob’s well to rest at about noon.  A Samaritan woman comes to draw water.  That she is coming in the heat of the day to draw water instead of in the cool of the morning says a great deal about her standing in the community.  She comes in the heat of the day to avoid contact with the other women of the town.  She avoids their stares.  She doesn’t want to wonder what they’re saying behind her back.  She won’t be taunted and ridiculed.  She is an outcast and in a moment, we’ll see why.

Jesus asks her for a drink.  And the woman is stunned.  Under normal conditions, Jesus – a Jew – would never engage her in any kind of conversation – not even a simple “hello.”  Many thoughts could have been going through her mind – all of them wondering what was the motivation behind His question.  What was He after?  He wants her, but not in the way she may be thinking.

Jesus answers by talking about giving her living water.  She has no idea what He is talking about.  None of it makes any sense.  He tells her that everyone who drinks from this well will thirst again.  But anyone who drinks the water Jesus gives will never thirst again.  It will become a spring of water welling up to eternal life.

Jesus is at work to reveal Himself to her as the Messiah – the Christ – the Chosen One of God who will save the world from sin.  When Jesus tells her the details of her life – that she has had five husbands and the one she lives with now is not her husband – she believes Him to be a prophet.  She even says to Him that she knows the Messiah is coming.  At that point Jesus says to her, “I am He.”

She then runs back to the village to tell everyone that she has found the Messiah – something that we are not always good at.  The people come.  They see and hear for themselves and they believe.  That is always the goal of Jesus’ work – to reveal Himself as Savior so that they believe.

This portion closes with several other acts of Jesus designed to reveal Him as the Savior of the world.  He teaches in the synagogue in Capernaum and casts out an impure spirit from a man.  He heals Simon’s mother-in-law.  He heals a man with leprosy.  Large crowds begin to follow Him.  He heals the paralytic using that healing as proof that He has the authority to forgive sins.

Jesus is at work to restore people to the community – to the family of God.  And we see Him accomplishing that in a variety of ways.  God continues that work today through us and the sharing of His Word.  He has called us into His family to be His hands and feet – to be like the Samaritan woman who, in spite of her standing in the community – went back to the village to tell everyone about Jesus.

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

Jesus continues His ministry.  He heals.  He casts out demons.  He chooses the Twelve.  Large crowds followed Him.  He spent time with folks who were marginalized (including women – some who are named here were Mary Magdalene, Joanna and Susanna).  He worked at connecting with them and giving them hope through the Word He shared.

Jesus healed a man with a shriveled hand in a synagogue.  This happened on a Sabbath and, according to the laws of the elders, it was a violation of the Sabbath to heal on that day of rest.  So Jesus was being watched closely.  Jesus asked, “Which is lawful on the Sabbath: to do good or to do evil, to save life or to kill?”  When they remained silent, He said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.”  As the man stretched out his hand, it was healed.  The Pharisees were enraged because they were confronted by their own foolish rules.  Jesus didn’t heal (in the usual ways).  He simply told the man to stretch out his hand.  The healing could have come from only one source – God – the One who set aside the Sabbath as a day of rest.  So if God deems it necessary to heal on the Sabbath, then they should get rid of this foolish teaching.

Jesus does what He came to do.  To heal someone is truly keeping the Sabbath.  Jesus gave him rest – rest from his infirmity – rest from the arbitrary separations that existed because he was not like others.  I’m sure that there were some who were convinced that his withered hand was the result of his sin – his unconfessed sin.  And if that was a barrier to this man’s salvation (at least in the minds of men), then Jesus removed that barrier and brought rest to his soul.  He is loved.  He is a child of God.  And Jesus has demonstrated that by His words and actions.

