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Therefore … like newborn babies,
crave pure spiritual milk.1

With the word ‘therefore’, the
apostle Peter is linking the end of
chapter one with the start of chapter
two of his first letter, and he is
encouraging us to compare our new
spiritual birth with the natural birth
of a baby. Our new birth comes
through the Word of God as it plays
a vital role in our life. We are born
again of seed that is imperishable,
through the living and enduring
word of God.2 This seed will grow if
nurtured in the right conditions and,
unlike grass and flowers that will
wither and fall, the life produced
from this seed is permanent, as the
seed producing it endures forever.3

So how are we to be like a newborn
baby? We can begin to understand
how Nicodemus must have felt when
he asked, “How can this be?”4

We’ve all heard the noise of a
newborn baby: whether in our home,
at a coffee shop or in the
supermarket, there is that
unmistakable, high-pitched cry. One
of the reasons why the baby might be
crying is that it is hungry.

Do you remember the days
immediately following your
conversion, how you hated all that
was sinful and how you thirsted for
righteousness?5

As the deer pants for streams of
water,

so my soul pants for you, my God.
My soul thirsts for God, for the

living God.6

Do we crave spiritual milk as we
used to? Maybe we need to re-
examine our taste, desire and
yearning for the Word of God. The
problem is, as we grow older the
filtering of the world and its noise
has a detrimental effect on our
senses.

The mother’s milk for her newborn
is perfectly designed as the ideal
food, nourishing the baby for growth
and immunising it against many
illnesses. Similarly, the Word of God
nourishes us as we grow in
accordance with our salvation7 and
protects Christians (who read it)
from spiritual malaise. In this
context, the spiritual milk is also for
those advanced in learning and not
only to be given when we feel we’re
ready for it.8 For even the most
advanced among us in knowledge
and attainment, are newborn babies
in comparison with what we shall be
one day: ‘Nobody ever outgrows
Scripture; the book widens and
deepens with our years.’9

Growth is exciting. How many have
growth charts for their children on a
doorframe of their home, showing
their previous heights with the
corresponding date? The children get
excited to see how they’ve grown.
So, too, should God’s children. We
should be excited if, indeed, we have
‘tasted’ that the Lord is good.10 For
this is what the new birth gives us: a
new taste.

When Jonathan and the Israelite
army were pursuing the Philistines
through a wood, he came across
some honey. Tired from the pursuit,
the men’s strength was failing. King

Saul had decided that the army
should not rest until their enemy was
avenged. However, Jonathan,
without knowing this, ate some of
the honey. Once he had tasted it, he
exclaimed, “See how my eyes
brightened when I tasted a little of
this honey. How much better it would
have been if the men had eaten
today…”.11 Sometimes we make
decisions to save time in the
busyness of life – making economies
in our Bible reading time, prayer
time or family time – forgetting that,
although the final victory has been
won, the spiritual battle still rages on
around us. We need the continuing
sustenance of the Word of God.12

Unlike the other senses where you
can see, hear, or even smell from a
distance; taste involves touching
with the tongue. We have to
personally draw close to feed on
God’s Word. Once tasted, we do not
only eat it to live, but we live to eat it
– we will crave it. Don’t let anything
keep you from hungering after God’s
Word.

References: (1) 1 Pet. 2:1-2  (2) 1
Pet. 1:23  (3) 1 Pet. 1:25  (4) John
3:9  (5) Mat. 5:6  (6) Ps. 42:1-2  (7) 1
Pet. 2:2  (8) cf. Heb.5:12  (9) C.H.
Spurgeon  (10) 1 Pet. 2:3  (11) 1
Sam. 14:29-30  (12) Eph. 6:13-17
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Jesus said: whoever hears my word and believes him who sent

New birth, new taste
Sean Johnston,  Belfast, N.Ireland
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Over 20 years ago, a small group of us led a young
people’s weekend retreat in the English Lake District, at
which we considered the subject of ‘worship’. We asked
the young people to form small groups and to discuss
what they thought ‘worship’ actually meant. From the
feedback we received, we then agreed, as a group, on a
definition, which was: ‘Worship is the expression of the
realization of who we are before God.’ That’s not a bad
definition. However, I might be inclined to modify it
slightly to say that ‘worship is the expression of our
realization of who God is.’ The Oxford English
Dictionary has it: ‘The feeling or expression of reverence
and adoration for a deity.’ For Christians, of course, that
deity is the one true God of heaven and earth – the only
person to whom worship should be given!1

Throughout the generations since the early churches of
God of the New Testament, many forms of worship to
God have developed, with varying degrees of ritual and
ceremony. We might justifiably wonder what God gets
from all this diversity (and in some cases contradiction) of
practice, and to what extent the principle of ‘good, better
and best’ might apply. If it’s an appropriate question to be
exercised about – and God’s precision in specifying how
the Israelites were to worship and serve Him strongly
suggests that it is – then it’s good to look at what the early
churches of believers in the Lord did and to seek to
emulate that example of authentic, collective Christian
worship today.

Acts 2:41-42 are often pointed to as, effectively, an
executive summary, or prescription, of the core activities

to which the first church of God in Jerusalem were
continually devoting themselves. The service and worship
of those first local churches of Christian believers
revolved around these important activities, which must
have become defining hallmarks of the first-century
community of believers in the Lord Jesus.

It’s no surprise, either, to find the ‘breaking of the bread’
featuring as one of those important core activities, which
together constitute expressions of worship of the church.
The simple format of that memorial commemoration,
involving broken bread and poured-out wine individually
distributed to the gathered disciples, was given by the
Lord Himself in an upper room, when He commanded
His disciples to “do this in remembrance of Me.”2 On that
fateful night, when we would think that the mind of the
Lord could so easily have been distracted by so many
unsettling thoughts about what was soon to happen to
Him, with loving forethought and clarity of mind, He
gave this simple, yet profound, ordinance to those whom
He had called, and whom He loved to the uttermost, as an
ongoing reminder of all that He was about to do for them
– and indeed for us also! Paul received the very same
instructions concerning the simplicity of that
remembrance by direct revelation from the Lord Jesus
Himself.3

In their accounts of the events of that evening, both
Matthew and Mark record for us that, after the Lord had
instituted the remembrance, they sang a hymn.4 How
wonderfully appropriate now, too, that such a profound,
poignant and touching commemoration of the sacrifice of

At the core

Worship that warms
Craig Jones, Toronto, Canada
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the Lord Jesus should be followed by a joint singing of
praise, as a heartfelt, collective response and expression
of worship! In fact Paul, in his lengthy and instructive
teaching to the Church of God in Corinth about the order
and format of church gatherings, specifically mentions
psalms as one of the elements included when the church
gathered for worship.5 The speaking of psalms, hymns
and spiritual songs6 was also encouraged by Paul as a
means for believers to exhort one another in their daily
faith, and so replicating that practice in their collective
experience of sung worship as a church was both natural
and appropriate.

We also observe in Paul’s teaching to the church in
Corinth, that expressions of praise to God by the brothers
in the church were part of that particular collective
worship experience.7 This resonates wonderfully with the
encouragement of Hebrews 13:15, for us to continually
offer up a sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of
lips that give thanks to His name. Sacrifices of praise
articulated in these ways – audibly by the brothers and
silently by the sisters – constitute the spiritual sacrifices
acceptable to God through Jesus Christ,8 which are the
willing obligation of those living stones whom the Lord
constitutes a spiritual house for a holy priesthood.9

So then, if all that speaks largely of the format and
procedure of that aspect of the collective worship of a
biblical church of God, what of the substance, the
content? It’s instructive for us to appreciate, even on a
simple level, the truths of the types and shadows of the
Bible and particularly how the sacrifices associated with
the old covenant involving God’s ancient people Israel,
symbolically spoke so much of the person and work of
the Lord Jesus Christ who came to fulfil them all. It’s no
coincidence that the first declaration concerning the Lord
Jesus, as He undertook His public ministry, identified
Him as “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the
world.”10 The significance of that declaration to those
who were so familiar with the necessary use of lambs in
the sacrifices of the burnt offering, the sin offering and
the Passover especially, would resonate deeply. So, as the
Lord Himself invites us to remember Him – His life, His
ministry, His death, His resurrection – in the bread and
wine, so the typology of the old covenant sacrifices
invites us to similarly consider the one who fulfils them,
in the sacrifices of praise which follow, offered as
expressions of thankful worship to His God and Father.11

Our earlier verse in Hebrews 13:15 speaks both of
‘sacrifice’ and ‘fruit’. We can readily link that with the
Son of God who is appropriately the main focus of the
substance, the content of our worship – the one who, as
the grain of wheat, died in sacrificing Himself and in so
doing has produced a great fruitful harvest.12 However,
it’s clear that these descriptors are to apply to the spiritual
offerings that we bring to the Lord in collective worship.
The reality of ‘cost’ is inextricably bound up in both these
words. ‘Fruit’ is only forthcoming in any endeavour after
a lot of patient and diligent work has been put in – a
labour of love, often. Likewise, such patient and diligent
work invariably demands ‘sacrifice’ of some sort. As we

think about the spiritual sacrifices that we would bring in
worship to the Lord, we can learn a lot from the example
of the psalmist who wrote,

My heart overflows with a good theme;
I address my verses to the King;
My tongue is the pen of a ready writer.13

The ‘verses’ can also mean the ‘workmanship’ or
‘composition’ of the psalmist, which he addressed or
presented to the King, who was also its subject and theme.
There can be no greater theme, no greater subject for the
substance of our worship offerings than the one who is
the “King of kings, and Lord of lords”14 and the one who
is a great King over all the earth.15 It’s good for us, then,
to invest, as a labour of love and sacrifice, the necessary
time in meditation in the Word of God. As we focus on
the wonders of our God and on the loveliness of the Lord
Jesus, the fruit that will inevitably come can be expressed
from our hearts to our lips as an acceptable offering in
worship to God who is worthy. When such offerings
consistently characterize the expressions of our
appreciation of who the Lord is and what He has done,
then not only is God glorified and honoured, but we will
all come away from our time of remembrance with hearts
warmed by our adoration of the one who first loved us!
Surely the joy of collective worship delights the heart of
God, but also enriches the offerer.

The principles of ‘sacrifice’ and ‘fruit’ apply equally to
all the activities that we engage in collectively as a church
and to the extent that these activities seek to honour and
glorify the Lord, to proclaim His worth amongst ourselves
or to others, they are expressions of worship. Our faithful
and loving adherence to the many commands and
exhortations that are embraced in the teaching of the
Lord, and how they can be given expression in our
collective service, provide many wonderful additional
opportunities for us to continue to declare our heartfelt
appreciation of who the Lord is.

References:  (1) See NT Issue 1 2016  (2) Luke 22:19
(3)1 Cor. 11:23-26  (4) Mat. 26:30; Mark 14:22-26  (5) 1
Cor. 14:26  (6) Eph. 5:19; Col. 3:16  (7) 1 Cor. 14:26,34
(8) 1 Pet. 2:5b  (9) 1 Pet. 2:5a  (10) John 1:29 (11) Rom.
15:6  (12) John 12:24  (13) Ps. 45:1  (14) Rev. 19:16
(15) Ps. 47:2

Bible quotations from NASB
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And he did what was right in the sight of the LORD,
according to all that his father David had done.1

In the first year of his reign, in the first month, he
opened the doors of the house of the LORD and repaired
them. Then he brought in the priests and the Levites, and
gathered them in the East Square, and said to them:
“Hear me, Levites! Now sanctify yourselves, sanctify the
house of the LORD God of your fathers, and carry out the
rubbish from the holy place.”2

Hezekiah became king of Judah at the tender age of 25.
He had no positive parental role model to follow, indeed
it is written of his father that Ahaz ... did not do what was
right in the sight of the LORD his God.3

That verse hardly seems to do justice to what Ahaz was
guilty of, as he indulged in child sacrifice to idols.
Hezekiah made it his purpose to remove these places of
idol worship in Judah, while restoring the worship of the
God of heaven in a nation that had badly lost its way. It
was indicative of Hezekiah’s attitude of heart that it was
in the first month, of the first year of his reign that he
determined to put right those things that had gone so
wrong for Judah.

He knew the vital importance of putting the Lord first and
he wasn’t going to be delayed in restoring the worship of
the God whose name was associated with his own, the
name Hezekiah meaning ‘Yahweh is my strength’.

A rather sorry state of affairs greeted him as work began
to cleanse the temple. It was found disused, doors closed
and boarded up, and full of rubbish. How far Judah had
fallen from the days of David, for whom worship was a
priority in life, and also from the day that Solomon
dedicated the temple when the priests could not continue
ministering because of the cloud; for the glory of the
LORD filled the house of God.4

The temple, at one time filled with the glory of Almighty
God, was now filled with rubbish. It provides a sobering
lesson for us all, that to neglect the worship of God results
in disaster! What a transformation, though, when the
temple had finally been cleansed. The example of this
godly king was influencing others now, and so it was that
the Levites sang praise to the Lord.

Moreover King Hezekiah and the leaders commanded the
Levites to sing praise to the LORD with the words of
David and of Asaph the seer. So they sang praises with
gladness, and they bowed their heads and worshipped.5

Hezekiah also reinstated the Passover feast, And Hezekiah
sent to all Israel and Judah, and also wrote letters to
Ephraim and Manasseh, that they should come to the
house of the LORD at Jerusalem, to keep the Passover to
the LORD God of Israel.6

Perhaps we can relate to the disappointing response when
the invitation went to Ephraim and Manasseh, and as far
as Zebulun, where they laughed at them and mocked
them.7 Others did respond to the invitation, however, and
joined together with the people of Judah to keep the
Passover.

Hezekiah takes the lead again as we read, Hezekiah gave
encouragement to all the Levites who taught the good
knowledge of the LORD; and they ate throughout the
feast seven days, offering peace offerings and making
confession to the LORD God of their fathers. Then the
whole assembly agreed to keep the feast another seven
days, and they kept it another seven days with gladness.8

The example and influence of this godly king had such a
profound effect upon his people that they extended the
Passover feast for another seven days  – and the next bit is
crucial – with gladness.

The lesson for each of us surely is to strive to be that
godly inspiration, that example to one another, to get rid
of the rubbish that prevents worship being the God-
glorifying, joyful experience that it should be, and as a
result maybe we will find that we, too, wish we could
continue with gladness to be found continually in His
things.

2 Kings 18:5-6 sums up the life and character of good
King Hezekiah. He trusted in the LORD God of Israel, so
that after him was none like him among all the kings of
Judah, nor who were before him. For he held fast to the
LORD; he did not depart from following Him, but kept
His commandments.

References:

(1) 2 Kin. 18:3  (2) 2 Chr. 29:3-5  (3) 2 Kin. 16:2  (4) 2
Chr. 5:14  (5) 2 Chr. 29:30  (6) 2 Chr. 30:1  (7) 2 Chr.
30:10  (8) 2 Chr. 30:22-23

Bible quotations from NKJV

A good king of Judah

King Hezekiah
Getting the priorities right
Lennie Shaw, Swindon, England
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Mene, mene, tekel, upharsin

The writing was on the wall for mighty Babylon,
weighed and found wanting.1 Its final doom was fast
approaching in an implosion of pent-up anger and
resentment;2 the double doors of the ancient city would
be left open and the gates of bronze shattered, the
victorious Medo-Persian forces entering without battle.3

This event (539BC) was auspicious for all the peoples
under Babylon’s sway, marking a significant point in the
unveiling of God’s purposes both for His ancient people
and the whole world. “Behold,” said the Lord God, “I
will do a new thing, now it shall spring forth;… This
people I have formed for Myself; they shall declare My
praise.”4 The hinge of Biblical history was opening
eastwards – a new force was now to be reckoned with,
centred in present-day Iran. As Jeremiah prophesied,5 the
70 years of captivity in Babylon were ending with a new
dawn of hope, and the future course of divine purpose
was to be set in train by the new king – Cyrus the Persian
(c590-529BC).

Cyrus the Great

Cyrus’ rise was meteoric. From his origins as ruler of the
small Persian kingdom of Anshan in south-west Iran,
Cyrus conquered his overlords – the Medes – in 550BC,
forming the bipartite empire referred to in Daniel chapter
two. Shortly afterwards, he became master of the whole
of Asia Minor, and of Macedonia in Europe. During the
540s Cyrus pushed north and east, eventually becoming
the ruler of a vast empire stretching from modern-day
Greece to the borders of India and Egypt. Behind these
achievements was the mind of a shrewd military
strategist and administrator, who not only succeeded in
conquering the lands of his empire, but also in holding
them. Cyrus enforced his will through the Persian army,
and also by means of a decentralised system of provincial
governors – satraps – drawn from the conquered
territories themselves; we meet those responsible for the
Palestinian province in Ezra.6 He welded his disparate
lands together by a relatively enlightened toleration of
local customs and religions – entirely novel for its time –
so that even in Antiquity, Cyrus earned the epithet ‘the
Great’.

A chosen vessel

The famous stone ‘Cyrus Cylinder’ records how Cyrus,
‘great king, king of kings’,3 allowed peoples exiled by
the Babylonians to return to their native lands with their

images and idols. Shrewd statecraft no doubt, but it was
God who stirred up his spirit to command, in the first
year of his reign in Babylon, the rebuilding of the
Temple, together with the restoration of the articles of the
house of the Lord taken as spoil by the Babylonians. His
decree even extended to defraying the construction costs
from the royal treasury.7 Isaiah was quite clear about the
motive for these decisions – “Who raised up one from the
east?… And made him rule over kings?… ‘I, the
LORD’.”8 Cyrus is distinguished in scripture, uniquely
for a Gentile king, as the Lord’s anointed.9 How did the
Jewish exiles in Babylon understand that their deliverer
would be not from the anointed Davidic line, but a pagan
king? Isaiah reassures them – it is God who calls Cyrus
by name, who holds this king’s right hand and goes
before him to give him power and prosperity,10 who
establishes Cyrus as ‘My shepherd … saying to… the
temple, “Your foundation shall be laid.”’11 All this ‘For
Jacob My servant’s sake, and Israel My elect’,12 so that
God’s people should once again declare His praise.4

Cyrus’ policy towards the Jewish exiles was
magnanimous, yet we are told that he did not know
God.13 The Cyrus Cylinder records him recognising the
gods of Babylon in similar terms to the Lord God of
heaven in his famous decree.14 It is a reminder that God
moves in a mysterious way to work His sovereign will.
Just as in the case of Pharaoh long before, He raised
Cyrus up at exactly the right time to “show My power …
that My name may be declared in all the earth.”15

References:  (1) Dan. 5:25-28  (2) Jer. 51  (3) Isa. 45:1-2;
Cyrus Cylinder, now in the British Museum  (4) Is.
43:19-21  (5) Jer. 29:10-11  (6) Ezra 5  (7) 2 Chron.
36:22-23; Ezra 1; 6:3-5  (8) Is. 41:2-4  (9) Is. 45:1
(10) Is. 45:2-3  (11) Is. 44:28  (12) Is. 45:4  (13) Is.
45:5,13  (14) Ezra 1:2-4  (15) Rom. 9:17

Bible quotations from NKJV

A Gentile monarch

Cyrus the Persian
David Viles, Hayes, England
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Praying in Jesus’ name doesn’t
always mean that these words need to
be included in the introduction or at
the conclusion of our prayers. Nor
does it mean miracles will happen
whenever we use those words. The
new command to pray in the name of
our Lord Jesus was one He
emphasized by repetition to His
disciples when He was about to go to
Calvary:

“Whatever you ask in My name,
that will I do, so that the Father
may be glorified in the Son. If
you ask Me anything in My
name, I will do it.”1

“You did not choose Me but I
chose you, and appointed you
that you would go and bear fruit,
and that your fruit would
remain, so that whatever you ask
of the Father in My name He
may give to you.”2

“… ask the Father for anything in
My name, He will give it you …
ask in My name.”3

Is there a greater revelation about
prayer? Is there a greater challenge to
our asking? What does it mean?

The acknowledgement of
Christ as Saviour
Jesus’ name (Heb. Yehshua) means
‘the LORD is salvation’.4 There is no
other name in which salvation may be
found; only the name of Jesus.5 We
become God’s children when we
believe in His name.6 Our permanent
position in Him as our Saviour gives
us a confident ground from which to
ask things from our heavenly Father.
Praying in the name of Jesus
acknowledges our position in Him,
our Saviour.

Carrying the sense of
authority and permission
It also means that He has given us
authority as His representatives here

on earth. Sometimes when I’m busy, I
ask my wife to withdraw money from
my bank account through my name.
And the bank provides it, not because
there’s something magical in my
name, but its use gives her the
authority to represent me and the
permission to act for me. It’s the same
when we pray in Jesus’ name.
Praying in His name means praying
with His authority, believing that God
will act because we come in the name
of His Son, our Saviour. To prove
such authority, it’s not always
necessary to make a prayer ending
with the words “in Jesus’ name”.
When our Lord said, “Whoever
receives one such child in My name
receives Me,”7 it is entirely possible
the situation merely implied the child
came at the Lord’s bidding, and with
His permission. Later on in the same
chapter He said, “If two of you agree
on earth about anything that they may
ask, it shall be done for them by My
Father who is in heaven. For where
two or three have gathered together
in My name, I am there in their
midst.”8 The action of clearing a fault
between two persons is to take place
consciously before the Lord. The
asking in that context is not explicitly
said to be in Jesus’ name, but the
gathering is. It’s clear that those
involved are to deal with the matter
by meeting together in these very
particular circumstances under the
authority of His name.

Relying on His merit
We come before God’s throne of
grace, not in our own merit, but in
Jesus’ merit. It’s not about who we
are and what we have accomplished
when we pray in Jesus’ name. Rather
it’s about who He is and what He has
done for us. It’s this that permits us to
draw near to God through Him. The
Father, who is well-pleased with His
Son9 who fulfilled all His will,

accepts the requests we make for His
sake.

Reflecting His character in our
asking
It’s interesting to read Jesus’ prayer,
“I am no longer in the world; and yet
they themselves are in the world, and
I come to You. Holy Father, keep
them in Your name, the name which
You have given Me, that they may be
one even as We are. While I was with
them, I was keeping them in Your
name which You have given Me; and
I guarded them.”10 The Lord had told
His disciples that He had manifested
the Father’s name to them during His
life. Everything the Lord said and did
reflected the values and the character
of His Father. His life showed what
God was like. Now He prays that the
disciples will continue to be kept in
that name. In other words, He prays
that they will continue to live by the
same values that His own example
had encouraged them to live by while
He was with them.

If we are to pray in Jesus’ name, then
our prayers should reflect Jesus’ own
values and character.

According to His will, and
honouring to Him
The Lord’s command for us to pray in
His name brings with it assurance that
He will answer anything we ask that
is according to the will of God and
that will glorify and honour the Lord
Jesus. This is the confidence which we
have before Him, that, if we ask
anything according to His will, He
hears us. And if we know that He
hears us in whatever we ask, we know
that we have the requests which we
have asked from Him.11 Praying in
Jesus’ name means praying according
to the will of God. “Whatever you ask
in My name, that will I do, so that the
Father may be glorified in the Son. If
you ask Me anything in My name, I

Praying …

In the Name
Geralde Mag-usara, Davao, Philippines
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will do it.”12 Praying in Jesus’ name
means requesting things that honour
and glorify the Father

Showing we are one with Him
Praying in Jesus’ name also signifies
our legal, living and loving union
with God’s Son. For the first, we can
think of people employed by someone
else: what they do is done in the name
of the other. The employee who runs
a business for his employer, acts in
the name of his employer, having had
extended to him all the privileges that
go with the power of his employer’s
name, in so far as the business is
concerned.

We are in God’s kingdom business:
to make disciples. We are working for
Him, with the assigned task: “All
authority has been given to Me in
heaven and on earth. Go therefore
and make disciples of all the nations,
baptizing them in [Gk. into] the name
of the Father and the Son and the
Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe
all that I commanded you.”13 With
this commission had come the words
of assurance: “If you ask Me anything
in My name, I will do it.”14 The
apostles immediately applied this:
they preached boldly in the name of

Jesus;15 healed the sick in the name of
Jesus;16 and rebuked evil spirits in the
name of Jesus.17

Second, the union of life: a son bears
his father’s name, and because he has
that name, there belong to him certain
privileges. At conversion, we have a
new birth status,18 through believing
in His name.19 Our position is no
longer outside of the family of God.
We are joined vitally to the life of
God through the new birth. We not
only got more privileges when this
happened to us, but God has blessed
us with every spiritual blessing in the
heavenly places in Christ.20

Third, the union of love: a bride takes
the name of her bridegroom. The
Church which is the body of Christ is
described in the Bible as Christ’s
bride – having no spot or wrinkle or
any such thing.21 Each of these three
aspects of union relate to our new
position or status ‘in Him’ by the
grace of God.

Exemplifying our close
communion
Praying in Jesus’ name amounts in
practice to the same condition as
abiding in ‘the vine’, the Lord. “If

you abide in Me, and My words abide
in you, ask whatever you wish, and it
will be done for you … whatever you
ask of the Father in My name He may
give to you.”22

Christian praying is praying in the
name of Jesus, in that we approach
God, our heavenly Father, on the
ground of salvation, and under our
Saviour’s authority. We pray with His
permission, relying only on His merit.
Our requests reflect His character,
values and will, so bringing Him
honour and glory. It is prayer that
grows out from our union with the
Lord, and is the fruit of our close
communion with Him.

References:

(1) John 14:13-14  (2) John 15:16
(3) John 16:23-26  (4) see Mat. 1:21
(5) Acts 4:12  (6) John 1:12  (7) Mat.
18:5  (8) Mat. 18:19-20  (9) Mat. 3:17
(10) John 17:11-12  (11) 1 John 5:14-
15  (12) John 14:13-14  (13) Mat.
28:18-20  (14) John 14:14  (15) Acts
9:27  (16) Acts 3:6  (17) Acts 16:18
(18) John 3:5-7  (19) John 1:12
(20) Eph. 1:3  (21) Eph. 5:27
(22) John 15:7,16
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The Messianic line

Boaz & Ruth
Second best?
Don Williamson, Lttleton, USA

Have you heard: ‘God moves in a mysterious
way His wonders to perform?’1 Well the love
story of Ruth and Boaz is one of divine
intervention and seeing the hand of God in the
glove of circumstance. The Bible book of Ruth
begins with Elimelech, Naomi and their two
sons, Mahlon and Chilion, living in the land of
Moab because of a severe famine in Israel. They
chose to leave Bethlehem of Judah, the house of
bread and praise, to do what might have seemed the best
choice and, living in the times of the judges, every man
did what was right in his own eyes.2 Going into a pagan
land and culture would leave a tragic mark on the family,
as Elimelech and his sons all died in the span of ten years.
Naomi and her sons’ wives, Ruth and Orpah, were left
without immediate family and cut off from the protection
and provision of the patriarchal clan.

Orpah would return to her own people and gods, but Ruth
would proclaim to Naomi, “for where you go, I will go,
and where you lodge, I will lodge. Your people shall be
my people and your God, my God.”3 God’s grace and
sovereign will is beginning to be revealed, but for Naomi
the pain was evident in her words, “do not call me Naomi
(pleasant); call me Mara (bitter).”4 It is often difficult to
see the grace and kindness of the Lord while suffering the
consequences of our personal choices. Having returned to
Bethlehem, Naomi and Ruth are about to see the hand of
God demonstrate His love and redemption in a
remarkable way. God is the orchestrator of this love story
as it illustrates the purpose of God in providing salvation
to the desperate, via a redeemer kinsman. Second best?
Ruth as a Moabite would have been seen as having no
hope, no God and separate from Israel, yet God is
bringing about the very best, even though we might
consider it to be a hopeless situation.

What is about to take place is nothing short of
remarkable. Of course, that is what God does! Boaz was a
wealthy kinsman of the family of Elimelech, and Ruth
was willing to glean alongside his reapers to provide food
for Naomi and herself. God’s grace is seen in Boaz. He
was descended from Rahab, the Canaanite prostitute who
received God’s gracious offer of mercy and forgiveness,
and became an adopted daughter in the family of God and
an heir of Abraham’s promise. She went from the lowest
of Canaanite society to the honourable place of wife to
Salmon, the lineage from which Boaz would come. We
will see soon just how highly favoured she was in the

purposes of God. She might have felt ashamed of her
past, a label that could have destroyed her life, but her
belief in the living God gave her hope to overcome. Do
you have a label, a past of mistakes and disappointments?
God’s grace sets us free and lifts us up to understand that
we are children of God, and if children, heirs also, heirs
of God and fellow heirs with Christ.5

The words of Boaz regarding Ruth are full of care,
compassion and admiration. Ruth was faithful to the
words and advice of Boaz and served Naomi through the
barley and wheat harvests. A key question was asked by
Naomi, “My daughter, shall I not seek security for you,
that it may be well with you?”6 She wanted the best for
Ruth and that she would have a secure bond in
relationship with Boaz. Again, we see Ruth faithfully
obeying the words of Naomi and demonstrating her
honourable conduct toward Boaz. She sought his
protection and covering, and Boaz responded by the offer
to redeem her for she was a woman of ‘excellence’.
Rahab had a different path to a place in God’s family than
the path seen here for Ruth. But the grace of our God is
seen in both women and His divine purpose is often
fulfilled in those who are broken and hopeless. And all
the people said of Ruth, “May the LORD make the
woman who is coming into your home like Rachel and
Leah, both of whom built the house of Israel.”7 Once
redeemed, Ruth rejoices in marriage to Boaz and in the
birth of Obed (the second redeemer of the story8 who
secures the future of the family once more). Obed was the
father of Jesse, the father of David… in the line of the
Messiah, the redeemer of all mankind.

References

(1) William Cowper  (2) Judg. 17:6  (3) Ruth 1:16
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Women working for God

Phoebe
Brian & Rosemary Johnston, Leigh, England

Before Paul signs off his letter to the Romans, he
includes some personal greetings and
commendations. First in that list is Phoebe. She is
presented as an honoured visitor.

At the time, Paul was located in Cenchreae, a port
city near Corinth in Greece. It seems that Phoebe
was a wealthy woman with a reputation there for
personal generosity among those in the church and
towards Paul himself. Two colourful words
describe her.

Servant
The original Greek word is diakonos variously translated
as ‘servant’, ‘minister’ or ‘deacon’. For many years,
scholars were agreed that diakonia always meant
‘waiting at tables’ or some other humble social service of
a charitable or benevolent nature. Now, most occurrences
of the word are better understood to mean ‘the carrying
out of a commissioned task’ or even being some kind of
emissary or envoy, and often a spokesperson – someone
liaising between churches as an authorised
representative.1

Robertson writes, ‘The only question here is whether
[diakonos] is used in a general sense or in a technical
sense as in Philippians 1:1 and 1 Timothy 3:8-13. In
favour of the technical sense of ‘deacon’ or ‘deaconess’
is the addition of … of the church.’2 Either way, it means
Phoebe was, at that moment at least, acting on behalf of
the church in Cenchreae. But in what sense?

Paul recommends Phoebe in the same terms that he did
Tychicus to the church in Colossae.3 God was using her
to spread the good news. It’s possible that Paul used this
influential woman to carry his Bible letter to Rome
(supported by his personal commendation of her to the
church there), thus carrying in the folds of her clothing
the priceless treasure that would live on as the grandest
ever apologetic of the Christian Gospel. Phoebe was seen
as a trusted messenger.

Patroness
Phoebe is also described as a patron of many (Gk:
‘prostatis’). This is another much debated word variously
translated ‘helper’, ‘succourer’, ‘patron’ or ‘benefactor’.
Thayer’s Greek Lexicon states that this word means ‘a
woman set over others’, or ‘a female guardian,
protectress, patroness, caring for the affairs of others and
aiding them with her resources’.

In modern analogy, patronage acted as an informal
‘welfare system’, a reciprocal relationship between the
upper and lower classes. In exchange for a daily
allowance, the client was at the patron’s call.4

It had been argued that there were no female patrons in
1st Century Greece. However, Bruce Winter5 cites Junia
Theodora as a wealthy citizen of Corinth, and a
benefactress who also had an inscription of letters in her
honour which was discovered in 1959.

Phoebe, as a patron, would likely have been a financially
independent woman, possibly travelling to Rome on an
800-mile business trip. Seemingly, she gave financial
help, or used her contacts and influence on behalf of
others. Paul, the missionary, benefited from her
patronage. Now he is asking the church in Rome to help
Phoebe in a way that she has helped many.

This independent, generous and influential woman had a
servant heart – serving God, serving the local church and
supporting the mission work of the Apostle Paul. She
was a reliable and trustworthy emissary between
churches, carrying the very words of God.

Service in a church of God takes many different forms.
The example of Phoebe challenges us: Am I able to reach
out to help another Christian in my church, using all that
is within my means, finances and skill set? Am I
trustworthy and reliable in my relationships and in all
that I do for the Lord – qualities that cannot be
underestimated6?

References:

(1) Collins, John N, Diakonia: Re-interpreting the
Ancient Sources, Oxford University Press, 2009
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I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a
servant of the church at Cenchreae, … she
has been a patron of many and of myself
as well. (Rom. 16:1-2 ESV)
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Jealousy is about relationships and
often it’s complicated.

Jealousy can make a person furious –
irrational, uncontrollably angry and
even violently vengeful.1

Jealousy is fierce as the grave,
its flashes are flashes of fire.2

Wrath is cruel, anger is
overwhelming,

but who can stand before
jealousy?3

Feeling jealous is not a choice we
consciously make but it can drive us
to make terrible choices. In light of
these clear warnings from God’s
Word, is there any way that we could
see jealousy as a lesser sin, something
that naturally affects everyone but
something that we can control?

On the other hand, God describes
Himself as a jealous God4 – so is it
even a sin at all? Can the jealousy we
feel actually be ok, respectable or
even good? In order to consider that
question, we need to explore what
jealousy is and what causes us to feel
it.

The human impact of jealousy
Envy, put simply, is wanting
something that someone else has.
Proverbs 14:30 (NIV) astutely
describes the devastating effect of this
sin:

A heart at peace gives life to the
body,

but envy rots the bones.

Envy is the opposite of peace, and is
insidious and corrosive to the fabric
of our mental health.

Jealousy is different from envy
because it is about relationships and
third parties. Jealousy is a more
complex, nuanced emotion that often
goes beyond reason and can prey on
our pre-existing insecurities. As
children, we can be jealous of praise
or attention shown to another sibling.
Growing up, we can be jealous of
change if a friend of ours becomes
more friendly with someone else. As
a worker, we can be jealous if
someone else gets that promotion or
pay rise. Perhaps most commonly,
though, it is provoked in romantic
relationships, where we feel that our
partner is giving something or
someone a higher place or priority
than us. It could be something as
devastating as infidelity; it could be
something seemingly neutral like
pursuing a career if it is at the
expense of spending time together, or
potentially even something that of
itself is good like loving your
children – if, for example, there’s a
perception that your spouse is
concentrating so much on their
wellbeing that they have no time left
for your relationship.

In Galatians 5:19-21, Paul
specifically includes both envy and
jealousy amongst a list of pretty
serious sins – the works of the flesh –
with jealousy included between strife
and fits of anger. The root of the word
here means to be heated like water

until bubbling and boiling
over. The scholar Joseph Thayer has
described it as ‘boiling anger, love,
zeal, for what is good or bad.’ In fact,
this is the same word used in John
2:17 when the disciples saw Jesus
drive the moneychangers out of His
Father’s house, remembering that it
was written in the Old Testament,
Zeal for your house has consumed
me.5 So we can see that, just as there
is such a thing as righteous anger,
there can be such a thing as righteous
or divine jealousy.

Jealousy in us is like fear or anger, in
that it is the provoked response to real
or imaginary threats – a reaction to
the perceived risk from a third party
of losing something that we have, or
even want. As such, it is rooted in our
insecurities. It can be a visceral,
innate response to our own fears,
then, as well as to the actions of
others. Often the pain and hurt we
feel, we convert into blame and anger
towards those we love. Some
academics see jealousy as a survival
mechanism, an emotional warning
sign that relationships may be under
threat, telling us that corrections need
to be made. God’s Word describes the
effects of jealousy in our sinful selves
variously as something that can make
us burn hot with anger, consume us,
and leave us bitter and empty – as if
the heat makes the very love within
us boil and evaporate leaving only
emptiness and a bitter residue. How
sad, then, that it is our love that can
provoke these impulses that so often

Respectable sins?

Jealousy
Gareth Andrews, Belfast, N.Ireland

There are some sins that we judge to be very serious and agree
that they are worthy of punishment – or at the very least require
repentance and a change of behaviour. There are other attitudes

that some may see as more minor character flaws.

But, more to the point, how does God view them?
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hurt us, the object of our affection,
and even destroy the love itself.

Divine jealousy
What then distinguishes the jealousy
of God so often from ours and why
does it matter? God gave the ten
commandments to the people saying,
You shall have no other gods before
me… for I the LORD your God am a
jealous God.6 Moses later warned the
people of Israel: Take care, lest you
forget the covenant of the LORD your
God, which he made with you, and
make a carved image, the form of
anything that the LORD your God
has forbidden you. For the LORD
your God is a consuming fire, a
jealous God.7

The jealousy of God is also provoked
through the threat to a relationship
and it too is borne of love, but the
major difference is that the
(righteous) anger that comes through
(divine) jealousy never displaces the
(perfect) love and compassion. The
jealousy of God could never be borne
out of selfishness or insecurity.
Instead it is a measure of the love that
He has for us, and the value that He
places in relationship with us – it is
for our good. God made a covenant
with Abram and later with his
descendants, the children of Israel.
God Almighty chose to enter into a
relationship with His creation, even
though He knew perfectly what we
are like: sinful, prone to wander and
forget the God we love. Covenant
relationships are based on promises,

commandments and warnings of
consequences. The Lord Jesus Christ
knew He would have to bear the
consequence for our failings at the
cross and, in His love for us, He did.

The people of Israel were warned of
their tendency to elevate other things
into idols, giving them higher priority
than the God they loved and promised
to be faithful to. Time and time again,
God describes his intimate
relationship to Israel as being like a
husband and wife but Israel
committed serial spiritual adultery,
playing the harlot with many other
lovers.8

Could we be guilty of not being
faithful in our relationship with God,
of elevating other things whether they
are inherently bad, neutral, or even
good, above God Himself? He knows
that if we elevate other things above
Him in our lives, it will be to our
detriment. Do our actions provoke the
Lord to jealousy?9

Overcoming jealousy
Ephesians 5:25-33 teaches us
practical lessons for relationships
between husbands and wives and, if
lived out, will help us minimise the
potential for jealousy. It also teaches
us of the profound relationship of
Christ and the church – of how and
why Christ loved the church and gave
Himself up for her, so that we might
be sanctified, cleansed, presented in
splendour, holy and without blemish.
In the context of this picture of love

and security, our petty sinful
jealousies have no place. Jealousy is
borne from relationships, and the
jealousy of God speaks to us of His
burning desire for our ultimate good,
by knowing this wonderful
relationship with Him. It demands
that we seek to live our lives now
with Christlikeness, sanctified and
holy. It demands that we give God the
first place in our lives, walking
faithfully and securely in the intimacy
available to us through His mercy,
grace and love.

The fact of the jealousy of God also
punctures any possibility of an aloof,
casual, or occasional relationship with
God on our terms - that is, with the
promises, but without the
commandments or consequences.
C.S. Lewis put it like this: ‘You asked
for a loving God: you have one … not
a senile benevolence that drowsily
wishes you to be happy in your own
way, not the cold philanthropy of a
conscientious magistrate, nor the care
of a host who feels responsible for the
comfort of his guests, but the
consuming fire Himself, the Love that
made the worlds, persistent as the
artist’s love for his work and despotic
as a man’s love for a dog, provident
and venerable as a father’s love for a
child, jealous, inexorable, exacting as
love between the sexes. How this
should be, I do not know: it passes
reason to explain why any creatures,
not to say creatures such as we,
should have a value so prodigious in
their Creator’s eyes.’10

An antidote to our jealousies is to
look at the import of the jealousy of
God. In turn we can encourage and
look out for each other as a
Phinehas11 or as a Paul who wrote
this to those in the Church of God in
Corinth: For I feel a divine jealousy
for you, since I betrothed you to one
husband, to present you as a pure
virgin to Christ.12

References: (1) Prov. 6:34  (2) Song
of Sol. 8:6  (3) Prov. 27:4  (4) Ex.
20:5  (5) Ex. 20:3,5  (6) Deut. 4:23-24
(7) Jer. 3:1, Hos. 1:2  (8) 1 Cor. 10:22
(9) CS Lewis, The Problem of Pain
(10) Num. 25:11  (11) 2 Cor. 11:2
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What is prejudice? It is making a judgement about
something that is not based on reason or actual
experience. A pithy saying about it is ‘ignorance is the
mother of prejudice’. Christians are often accused of it
when they make some statement that is contrary to
generally accepted public opinion, even though all that it
means is that the accusers have different presuppositions.

Everyone who adopts any system of thought must set out
his basic assumptions; for instance, if I teach Applied
Mechanics I have to accept the Newtonian equations
(because I don’t understand the concepts involved in
relativity). You could assess the soundness of my
conclusions according to those principles. Likewise, if we
say we are going to draw a square, that inevitably
excludes drawing a circle and just calling it a square. This
applies to all human reasoning.

Now, the basic premise of the Churches of God, who
publish this magazine, is that the Bible is the revealed
Word of God,1 and hence is authoritative in faith and
practice, so we seek to obey it. It follows that if public
opinion is different we must differ from it. We have no
wish to parade our differences to draw attention to
ourselves, but to take up a recent example we cannot
agree that the joining together of two people of the same
sex can properly be called a ‘marriage’. We would neither
marry them nor receive them into the church.
Homosexual practice is condemned in both the Old and
the New Testaments;2,3 this is not a prejudice, but it is a
logical consequence of our premises.

This is not the only example: in a lecture on 20th March
Sir James Munby, President of the Family Division of the
High Court, said that we should ‘welcome and applaud’
the collapse of the nuclear family.4 This was only a
opinion, of course, but it echoed acceptance of the view
that the Christian foundation of Great Britain’s customs
and conventions is now irrelevant.

Those who argue that churches should be willing to alter
their previous practices put forward various spurious

grounds. They say that there is genuine love between the
people concerned, or that the church has a duty of
compassion towards people who find themselves outcast,
or simply that public attitudes have changed since the
Bible was written, and we ought to change with them.
These arguments founder on the rock of the nature of
Christianity; it is essentially a revealed religion, deriving
from an external source. We are not at liberty to change
it.5 (While we cannot always agree with the views of this
writer, see the article ‘Is Christianity a revealed religion?’
by Lee Gatiss at theologian.org.uk).

What is the alternative? All statements ought to be based
on some declared premises, but where do they come
from? To take the current subject, one cannot simply say
“you mustn’t be prejudiced”, because that is in itself a
prejudice. All reasons either come from observed facts, or
from other reasons, which themselves derive from the
ultimate Reason. We suggest that we cannot use the word
‘ought’ without some external source of reference. There
has been much philosophical discussion about this issue,
but it has been inconclusive; this is inevitable, since the
protagonists do not agree on their premises.

Regrettably, the level of discussion about matters like this
has been lowered in recent years. The public has been
encouraged by the media to believe that anyone who does
not accept current ‘politically correct’ opinions is the
bigoted follower of a cult. Many people apparently do not
think that they need to have a reason for their beliefs. But
they do; Christianity is an essentially rational faith, based
on historical facts, and believers should be willing and
able to defend it.6

References:
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Prejudice
Peter Hickling, Cromer, England
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Church in the park
An interview with Rachel Wood and Stephen Hickling of the Church of God in Birmingham, England

Please tell us how this initiative
began?
Some 14 years ago, brothers and
sisters in Birmingham were
concerned at the lack of visitors
attending our gospel meetings and
other services in the church hall and
determined that, if people were
reluctant to come in to us, we would
step out and take the message to
them.

Whilst we are never sure what the
British summer will bring, the
church will once again brave the
weather during June and July to take
the good news of our Lord Jesus
Christ out of our hall and to the local
residents.

Excellent! But where do you
locate such an enterprising
venture as this?
Rookery Park, about a mile from our
hall, is a popular place for families to
spend a Sunday afternoon and has
become the base for our annual
“Church in the Park” outreach. Over
the 14 years we have been running
this form of outreach (originally
known as “Praise in the Park” and
featuring a live band) our methods
for sharing the gospel have
developed, though the message has,
of course, remained the same.

A lot of logistical support must
be needed – how is this handled?
In the early years, we made good use
of the double-decker ‘Discovery
Bus’, both for transporting
equipment and as a giant advertising
board, announcing our arrival in the
park.  Now we rely on a box trailer
to transport all the gear and our
arrival has come to be anticipated.

We’re sure NT readers would be
keen to know what responses you
get ...
Back in the early years, a curious
few might have asked what we were
doing, whilst many others appeared

to view us with bemusement and
maybe even suspicion. However, as
the park users have come to know
us, the suspicious looks have been
replaced by warm expressions such
as, “We were wondering if you
would be back this year.”

And what about timing?
Shortly after the Remembrance of
our Lord Jesus, we pack up the
equipment needed and make our way
to the park to set up. The setup takes
around half an hour and requires
quite a few able-bodied folk to erect
our marquee, puppet theatre and PA
equipment.  We then run a 2-hour
programme comprising many
different activities and opportunities
to share the message of God’s love,
including: drama; puppets; crafts;
music; singing and dancing; bouncy
castle; organised games; face-
painting; object lessons; interviews;
topical talks; refreshments and a
literature stall!

Week on week must take some
planning to keep it fresh and
engaging ...
Yes! For the last few years we have
used themes to help us in our
preparation, drawing on material
from Christian holiday clubs. Last
year’s theme, ‘At the beach’, proved
extremely popular, as we brought
sandpits, water games and even an
ice-cream van to the park. And, of
course, we were able to tell many of
the Bible stories with links to the
beach or the sea.

With interest piqued by the recent
royal wedding, our
theme this summer will
be ‘Royalty’. We hope
to share our appreciation
of the King each week
through various royal
object lessons including
the crown, throne,
sceptre, robe and, of
course, the wedding.

Our current programme of activities
seems attractive to families, in
particular, and the relaxed format
encourages children and their parents
to spend time with us and to feel free
to ask questions. These individual
chats are vital and, perhaps, the most
effective method of relaying God’s
love. In the environment that Church
in the Park creates, we have
witnessed the Spirit opening doors
for this type of conversation many
times over the years.

May we ask for some idea of the
audience size you are able to
attract?
There have, of course, been times
(when attendance has dropped or
adverse weather has frustrated plans)
when we have questioned and prayed
whether we were heading in the right
direction. The answer over the last
couple of years has been a
resounding “yes – keep going!” Last
summer we catered for 64 children
(not counting 14 of our own), to say
nothing about their parents and the
many other adults who enjoyed the
messages and took literature away.

Apart from taking the Good
News out to folks, have any other
benefits been felt?
A significant by-product of this
outreach is the sense of unity that the
Spirit develops among us, as willing
workers find ample opportunity to
serve alongside each other. As ever,
we long to see lasting fruit from our
work in disciples being made, but we
rest in the fact that our part is simply
to plant and to water; it is only God
who gives the growth. (1 Cor. 3:7)
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