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Old Testament Insights into Prayer

1. Elements of Prayer from
Psalm 119

Peter Hickling, Cromer, England

What is prayer?

The word 'prayer' has both a restricted and a wider sense. The derivation of the
English word, from the Latin 'precari', to implore, leads directly to the restricted sense
of 'asking'. However, the word is used both generally and in Scripture to refer to any
form of communication with God, and it is so used here. It covers praise, adoration,
supplication, confession and thanksgiving, and all of these aspects are illustrated in
Ps.119, which evidently reflects the spiritual experience of someone with a mature
knowledge of God.

The basis of prayer

Heb.11:6 says, he who comes to God must believe that He is, and that He is a
rewarder of those who diligently seek Him. Those beliefs must have a sound
foundation, and it is evident that the author of Ps.119 found this in the Word of God.
This is the whole theme of the psalm; that the God of heaven has revealed Himself to
His people in His law, so that His nature and desires can be understood. He is
unchanging and faithful (Ps.119:89, 90), and the source of all good (Ps.119:68), so that
His laws are not merely a set of rules, but they express His character. Since that is so,
meditation in the law (Ps.119:97) is one type of communication with God, becoming
absorbed in His mercy, goodness and righteousness (Ps.119:142) both in times of
difficulty and in times of rejoicing.
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Exalting the name of God

We feel that we ought to praise God because of His great glory and majesty, and, of
course, as Christians because of the Son of His love, but the reason which is most
frequently given in this psalm is God's righteousness, expressed through His Word
(Ps.119:137-144). Words with different shades of meaning are used, such as law,
testimonies, precepts, commandments, statutes, ordinances and word. These all
indicate that an important principle of prayer is in bowing to the will of God; the poet
says to God, Oh, that my ways were directed to keep Your statutes! (Ps.119:5). This
appeal is reiterated throughout the psalm, showing that in his communion with God
the author takes a place of self-abnegation, with a spirit very different from the
Pharisee whose prayer the Lord condemned (Lk.18:11).

Unstinted praise flows from the recognition of the holiness of God; the freewill
offerings of my mouth (Ps.119:108) are associated with Your judgments, and my lips shall
utter praise (Ps.119:171) with You teach me Your statutes. These words of God are not
negative or restrictive; they can be savoured as sweeter than honey (Ps.119:103). The
true worshipper, therefore, does so in spirit and truth (Jn 4:23), when he 'tastes' and
'sees' that the LORD is good (Ps.34:8), and returns his praise to the Author of all that
is good, pleasant and honourable.

Confession

In spite of his determination to understand and do the will of God, the writer has to
confess that he sometimes fell short of it and went astray (Ps.119:67,176). We know
this experience only too well; our resolution and sometimes our spiritual grasp are not
sufficient to keep us in communion with God. But we have an additional resource, the
Holy Spirit actually dwelling within us, so that if we confess our sins, [God] is faithful
and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us _from all unrighteousness (1 Jn 1:9). It
appears that the psalmist had to be 'taught a lesson' before he was conscious of his need
to return to God: I was afflicted (Ps.119:67), and in faithfulness You have afflicted me
(Ps.119:75). Not all afflictions are trials from God, of course, but God does chasten
His sons, for our benefit (Heb.12:5-11)

Trust in God

The writer faced opposition from the powerful - Princes also sit and speak against me
(Ps.119:23) - the proud (Ps.119:69) and the wicked (Ps.119:95). Faced with these he had
no strength of his own, but called on the Lord to vindicate and support him. This
confidence was not misplaced, for the Lord is eternally faithful, the establisher of the
earth, and the dispenser of its ruling providence (Ps.119:90,91).
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A cry for help will never be disregarded: as another psalm says, Cast your burden on
the LORD, and He shall sustain you; He shall never permit the righteous to be moved
(Ps.55:22). This plea for deliverance is not merely a wishful hope; it is based on the
assurance of God's word, claiming the promises which He Himself has given -
Deliver me according to Your word (Ps.119:170). This is a most important basic
principle of prayer; that we should ask according to His will (1 Jn 5:14).

Ps.119 has references in each stanza to the will of God expressed in His Word as the
basis of the writer's relationship with Him, and the New Testament takes up this
theme too. The Lord Jesus taught his disciples to pray Your will be done, on earth as it
is in heaven (Matt.6:10); and, for example, Paul writes of ...the mystery of His will,
according to His good pleasure which He purposed in Himself, that in the
dispensation of the fullness of the times He might gather into one all things in Christ
(Eph.1:9,10). Thus in our prayers, as well as in those of the psalmist's day, there is the
opportunity to align ourselves with the swelling torrent of the divine purpose, and
know confidence in its inexorable fulfilment.

Earnestness

Prayer that is mere repetition of words is not prayer at all; just as repeating formal
words to each other is not real communication. If I say, "How do you do?" I expect the
reply, "How do you do?" neither of us is making a real enquiry about each other's
health. Prayer to God must spring from a desire to communicate with Him and hear
from Him; thus Ps.119:10 says, With my whole heart I have sought You. This is not
to say that liturgical forms of worship are invariably valueless; many of us can
remember prayers from school over forty years ago which were concise and apt in
their expression. It is possible in extempore prayer, too, to use prefabricated
expressions which are uttered without much thought. The psalmist felt the need to give
thanks, to cry for help and to meditate, so he was willing to pray at midnight
(Ps.119:62), before dawn (Ps.119:147) and in the night (Ps.119:148) to commune with
God. Real earnestness will mean inconveniencing ourselves; are we willing to do it,
even in such a trivial thing as going to the prayer meeting before going home for a
meal?

Conclusion

Ps.119 shows how the whole relationship of the writer with God, and his expression of
it through prayer, was conditioned by the Word of God; that is its primary lesson for
us.
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Pressure Points

1. Moral Desensitivity

John Archibald, Wembley, England

It is wise for us to regularly review the effect on our spiritual lives of the worldly
entertainment we allow ourselves. In particular, regularly watching popular
entertainment on TV can be spiritually damaging.

The kind of world we live in

The situations and attitudes depicted in popular TV fiction inevitably reflect the
values of the world, and we must pay attention to what God says about the world.
Through James, we know that the friendship of the world is enmity with God (Jas.4:4).
Therefore we must expect that much of the thinking and attitude of worldly people is
not acceptable to Him, and should not be shared by those who are His own.

Through John we know that the whole world lieth in the evil one (1 Jn 5:19), drawing
our attention to the fact that Satan's malign power is directed at turning the minds of
men and women away from everything that is precious to God. As the god of this
world, Satan blinds the minds of the unbelieving to prevent the light of the gospel
dawning upon them (2 Cor.4:4). Disciples of Christ are also his targets, where the
objective is to distract from the service of the Lord and, if possible, corrupt their
thinking and desires.

On the same subject we have the words of our Lord Jesus Himself about His
disciples, They are not of the world, even as I am not of the world (Jn 17:16). As His
followers we must never forget that we have heavenly citizenship, and should have
a set of ambitions and interests that are very different from those of worldly-
minded people.
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Damaging consequences

Recently, the chief constable of one of England's largest police forces said that violent
crime would continue to rise in the country because of the way such behaviour was
portrayed in peak-time dramas which were meant to reflect real life. He said, "Violent
crime is steadily increasing. These increases are hardly surprising given the constant diet
of aggression, undress, innuendo and dishonesty portrayed on television." Another police
chief said, "1 think we have seen a wider dumbing-down effect on television over the last
few years. There is undoubtedly more violence and obscene language being shown as
entertainment. When situations on television are portrayed as real life, it is difficult to
detach oneself from what we are seeing."

If this is the perception of secular authorities, how much more concerned a disciple of the
Lord should be about the effect of such programmes on his or her own spiritual state! It is
true that we cannot be unaffected by what we see and hear, and the impact of impressively
designed drama adds to the material presented and makes it more memorable.

The effects of this are twofold. Firstly, in the parable of the sower, the Lord spoke of seed
that fell among thorns, and the thorns grew with it, and choked it... these are they that
have heard, and as they go on their way they are choked with cares and riches and
pleasures of this life, and bring no fruit to perfection (Lk.8:7,14). Most of us would feel
that we live fairly busy lives, and time given to worldly entertainment is therefore likely to
be at the expense of time spent with the Lord in prayer and in His Word. This is true
regardless of the content of the entertainment.

Secondly, constant exposure to the portrayal of 'aggression, undress, innuendo, dishonesty
and obscene language' will undoubtedly erode the spiritual quality of our lives, combat the
effect of the Word of God upon us, and grieve the Holy Spirit in us. Compare the guidance
given through the apostle Paul, But fornication, and all uncleanness, or covetousness, let it
not even be named among you, as becometh saints, nor filthiness, nor foolish talking, or
jesting, which are not befitting: but rather giving of thanks (Eph.5:3,4).

What should we do?

1. Do what our Lord Jesus would do. Model our behaviour and practice on Him. But put
ye on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make not provision for the flesh, to fulfil the lusts thereof
(Rom.13:14). This implies organizing our time to avoid activities which we know are
conducive to sin.
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2. By spending time with the Lord in the Word and in prayer, condition our minds and
our ways to serve and please Him rather than ourselves. Be not fashioned according to
this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove
what is the good and acceptable and perfect will of God (Rom.12:2).

3. Follow the good example of David who was a man after God's own heart. That
means he cared about the things that God cared about, and he set the course of his
life to please God.

In the matter of entertainment we should adopt his resolve, I will set no base thing
before mine eyes (Ps.101:3).

A far higher enjoyment

If then ye were raised together with Christ, seek the things that are above, where
Christ is, seated on the right hand of God. Set your mind on the things that are above,
not on the things that are upon the earth (Col.3:1,2). In his letters Paul says a lot about
how we should direct our thoughts. He had found the delights of God's presence, and
his understanding of all that Christ had done and secured for him was a never-ending
source of wonder and joy. This shines through despite all the difficulties and hardship
of his daily life. We must learn to appreciate what it means to be raised up with
Christ and made to sit with Him in the heavenly places. Then the pleasures of the
world will lose their attraction for us, for we have so much more.

Not long ago I came across a suggestion that a framed text should be placed on top
of the TV set so that it can be clearly seen by the watchers. A good choice of text
would be,

Whatsoever things are true,

whatsoever things are honourable,

whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things

are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report, if there be any virtue, and if

there be any praise, think on these things (Phil.4:8).

(Biblical quotations from the RV)
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Focus

Skies 'red and
threatening'’

George Prasher, Manchester, England

They had come to the Lord Jesus, testing Him and asking Him to show them a sign from
heaven. He answered: "When it is evening you say, 'It will be fair weather, for the sky is
red'; and in the morning, 'It will be foul weather today, for the sky is red and threatening'.
Hypocrites! You know how to discern the face of the sky, but you cannot discern the signs
of the times "(Matt.16:2,3). Does this not confirm that we should be able to recognize
certain significant signs of the times in today's world? As another year dawns, is it not true
that the skies are indeed 'red and threatening'?

Among the prominent signs of the times are wars and rumours of wars, famines and
earthquakes, for these were emphasized by the Lord when speaking to His disciples about
features which would characterize the end times (Matt.24:6-8). Nor can we mistake
evidences of the grievous times predicted about the last days by the apostle Paul in 2
Tim.3: men being lovers of self and of money, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of
God, and attitudes of unthankfulness and unholiness.

Internationally we see the involvement of the United Nations and major world powers in
the complex problems of the Middle East. The struggle between the Palestinians and
Israel has defied attempts to mediate. The Palestinian cause is championed by many in the
Arab world, who see American support for Israel as the outworking of strong Jewish
influence on United States policy.

The intense American pressure on Iraq regarding weapons of mass destruction has
emphasized the potential danger to Israel from that quarter. For Israel
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would be within easy range of Iraqi missiles if these were deployed. In pressing his case
against Iraq before the United Nations, President Bush cited case after case of Iraq's
defiant non-compliance with United Nations resolutions about arms inspections. He
challenged the Organisation now to enforce compliance or lose all credibility. After much
debate a strict new resolution was eventually put in place.

Ironically, Israel also has failed to comply with many United Nations resolutions - about
settlements in the 'occupied territories', or withdrawal from areas allocated to the
Palestinians, and similar contentious matters. Does Scripture not predict a future day
when, under sovereign divine control, a World Organisation (however then structured)
will decree the gathering of all the nations to battle against Jerusalem? (Zech.14:1-2) And
is not that same crisis viewed in Rev.16:12-16 as involving Satanic influence over the
kings ... of the whole world, to gather them to the battle of that great day of God
Almighty?

In the light of such reflections Year 2003 seems likely to be fraught with increasing
tensions and perils throughout the world. How relevant are the Master's reassuring words,
"See that you are not troubled; for all these things must come to pass" (Matt.24:6).
Thankfully we may share the apostles' confidence in the outworking of God's purposes as
they prayed: "Lord, You are God, who made heaven and earth, and the sea, and all that is
in them ... For truly against Your holy Servant Jesus, whom You anointed, both Herod and
Pontius Pilate, with the Gentiles and the people of Israel, were gathered together to do
whatever Your hand and Your purpose determined before to be done. Now, Lord; look on
their threats, and grant to Your servants that with all boldness they may speak Your word"
(Acts 4: 24-29).

Like those worthy leaders of the first Church of God in Jerusalem may we seek grace to
trust God to overrule about threatened evil or terror, and give priority to pressing on with
the work He has entrusted to us, to speak His word with boldness. Certainly those early
days of apostolic witness were for them tempestuous through persecution for the sake of
the Name, So often in the deep wisdom of God times of difficulty and danger have
conditioned people more readily to consider the Word, and find eternal security through
faith in the Lord Jesus. As to our testimony it remains true that He who observes the wind
will not sow, and he who regards the clouds will not reap (Eccles.11:4).

Despite skies red and threatening as Year 2003 begins, it may nevertheless become a year
of abundant fruitfulness, according to the good hand of our God upon us.
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The Epistle to the Romans

12. How Unsearchable His
Judgements

John Terrell, Carlisle, England

Continuing now into Rom.10,11, we recall that Paul declared in Rom.10:4 that Christ
is the end, or ultimate objective of the Law. His saving work was completed at
Calvary. Now, although righteousness-by-law says that, the man who does these things
will live by them, faith does not challenge the complete accomplishment of the work
of Christ. It does not ask who will ascend into heaven to bring Christ down, or
descend to bring Him back in resurrection. No, faith goes along with Deut.30
which Paul here quotes, "The word is very near you, it is in your mouth and in your
heart so that you may obey it."

We might just pause here to note that in these three chapters of Romans, chapters 9,10
and 11, in which the apostle grapples with the deep things of divine election and
sovereignty, he repeatedly quotes from the Old Testament scriptures; especially from
Deuteronomy, Isaiah and the Psalms. He is longing that the case he is making will get
through to some of his dearly beloved Jewish brothers and sisters, people who knew
and revered the writings of Moses, of the prophets, and of David in the Psalms. They
revered them as the very oracles of God. These are what undergird my case, Paul
claims, about the grace of God in Christ.

'Romans ten and nine', runs the old gospel chorus, 'is a favourite verse of mine'; and
with good reason too! If you confess with your mouth, "Jesus is Lord," and believe
in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. By these
words many a rejoicing Christian has been given assurance of eternal
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salvation. The heart believes, the mouth confesses: truths deeply significant to those of
Paul's day who may be risking their life in saying, "Jesus is Lord."

In the closing verses of chapter 10, Paul brings forward more Old Testament scriptures to
present to the Jews who were seeking to establish their own righteousness while not
submitting to God's. To call effectively on God was not possible apart from believing on
the risen Lord Jesus Christ. This faith could only result from hearing the gospel conveyed
by the preacher sent by God, as Isaiah himself had been, who is again quoted, "How
beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!" words with a particularly wonderful
application to Christ. With sadness, this chapter has to close with another Isaiah citation,
"All day long I have held out my hands to a disobedient and obstinate people.”

Well, I ask then, says the apostle, Did God reject His people? By no means! Rom.11 is
another passage in his marvellous treatise which illuminates profound purposes of God
nowhere else similarly expounded in the New Testament. For example, the truth that God
provided for a remnant chosen by grace from Israel, as in Elijah's day. Because the
mainstream of Israel sought righteousness by works and not by faith, they were hardened
by God; solemn thought, as witnessed again by Isaiah's and David's wonderful writings.

And now comes a deep and wonderful truth about Israel's fall. Was it beyond recovery?
Not at all! A key passage is Rom.11:11,12. Because of their transgression, salvation has
come to the Gentiles to make Israel envious. But if their transgression means riches for
the world, and their loss means riches for the Gentiles, how much greater riches will their
fulness bring! People who are not Jews, who believe in Christ are like a wild olive branch
grafted into a pure root; not to be proud about this indeed, but to remember how dearly
God longs to graft in again Jews, the natural branches, who believe.

Israel has experienced a hardening in part until the full number of the Gentiles has come
in. Then a glorious national salvation will come to Israel, pointing to the triumphant day
of Christ's return. As far as election is concerned, they are loved on account of the
patriarchs. God's gifts and His callings are irrevocable, and He has bound all men over to
disobedience so that he may have mercy on them all.

Yes, God is sovereign, and man is responsible, as shown in the working of God in grace to
both Jews and Gentiles. And His eternal purposes, though incomprehensible in full to our
small minds, will be accomplished to His glory.

(Biblical quotations are from the NTV)
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Setting the Compass

Gilbert Grierson, Knocknacloy, N.Ireland

We were visiting a small fishing harbour on the west coast of Ireland. Moored at the
quayside was a yacht waiting to go out to sea. The size of the wheel that steered the yacht
was impressive, but what caught my eye was the instrument that took prominence next to
the wheel: a ship's compass, an essential piece of equipment for navigating the seas, with
its needle always indicating a fixed point and the captain able to set his course by it, aided
by his navigation charts.

That reminds me of our Christian lives. We need fixed points to steer by. Moses had one.
We read of it in Hebrews: By faith Moses, ... choosing rather to suffer affliction with the
people of God than to enjoy the passing pleasures of sin, esteeming the reproach of Christ
greater riches than the treasures in Egypt; for he looked to the reward. By faith he forsook
Egypt, not fearing the wrath of the king, for he endured as seeing Him who is invisible.
(Heb.11:24-27)

Moses' eye was on the invisible and by it he set his compass, and that determined the
direction and goal of his life, regardless of the consequences.

Jim Elliot was another man of God who had set his compass and lived his life
accordingly. He wrote the words, 'He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain
what he cannot lose.'

In his efforts to win the Auca Indians of South America for the Lord, he eventually gave
his all, paying the ultimate price of his life, killed by those primitive people he was
seeking to reach, along with his fellow missionaries.' He was no loser. He only gave what
he could not keep. His gain was eternal. We all have things to give and a very wise and
generous Christian neighbour of ours says quite frequently,
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"There are no pockets in a shroud," meaning, of course, that we cannot take our material
possessions with us when we die.

The set of the unseen compass is so clearly defined in the words of Scripture, ... we do not
look at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen. For the things that
are seen are temporary, but the things which are not seen are eternal. (2 Cor.4:18)

Amy Carmichael of Dohnavur in South India had her compass set on the unseen when she
was still a young woman living in Ireland. She describes in her biography 'Gold Cord" an
incident that happened one wet day in Belfast. She and her family met a pathetic old
woman carrying a bundle. Amy and her brothers felt led to help her with her bundle and
for Amy, a young girl, in the sight of a lot of respectable well-dressed church-goers, it was
a very embarrassing experience. Just as they were passing a drinking fountain at the side
of the road, a scripture flashed into Amy's mind ...

""Gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, stubble; every man's work shall be made
manifest: for the day shall declare it, because it shall be revealed by fire; and the fire shall
try every man's work of what soft it is. If any man's work abide..."

"'We went on. I said nothing to anyone, but I knew that something had happened that had
changed life's values. Nothing could ever matter again but the things that were eternal.”

Later that day Amy shut herself in her room, talked to God and settled once and for all the
pattern of her future life. Her compass had been set. What about us? Are the things that
are eternal the things that matter most to us? Sometimes God has to work in our lives to
change our values. God wants us to gain what we cannot lose by giving what we cannot
keep, and to set our compasses on the invisible and the eternal.

We, as disciples of our Lord Jesus Christ, want to be as He was in the days of His
pilgrimage. His compass was resolutely fixed, first to set Him on course for the cross;
therefore I have set my face like a flint, and I know that I shall not be ashamed (Isa.50:7)
and beyond that, He saw the joy that was set before Him (Heb.12:2) when, having put
shame and spitting behind Him, He would sit down at the right hand of the throne of God.

And as pilgrims, compass in hand, we too should be always looking unto Jesus, the author
and finisher of our faith and, come what may, keep our eyes fixed on Him.

' "Through Gates of Splendour' by Elisabeth Elliot. Hodder & Stoughton 1957
?'Gold Cord, the Story of a Fellowship' Chapter 1. Published by S.P.C.K. 1932
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Old Testament Insights into Prayer

2. Pointers from the
Patriarchs

David Viles, Dulwich, England

Genesis is a book of beginnings. In Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, God's purposes widen
steadily over the decades -from individual through to family to eventually a sizeable
nation.

The initiative for this developing relationship lay entirely with God. The process
began with His command to Abram to move outside his comfort zone,' accompanied by
a matchless promise.” The same pattern of prompting and promise was instrumental in
God's revelation to Abraham's successors.” In a relationship where God so obviously
led and provided, we might question how far there was scope for the Patriarchs to
develop a real prayer life of their own. Yet during their long lives God was not always
providing direction in explicit detail. Scripture clearly demonstrates that He had for
them the same purpose that He has for us in moulding and forming character - to
develop the key spiritual quality of faith through our own ongoing experience of
Him.

As in our own lives, there were hard lessons along the way. When the lack of
evidence of a personal prayer life in the scriptural record indicates an actual absence
of prayer, we can learn from this deficiency. An example is the Patriarchs'
experience with the kings of Gerar,' where a lack of recourse to prayer led repeatedly to
discreditable subterfuge. By contrast, there is the example of Job, that righteous man,’
whom we may consider as contemporary with the patriarchal era. The scriptural
record of Job's dramatic life is punctuated by
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prayer. The first record we have of Job is his habitual concern for the spiritual purity of
his sons, expressed through daily sacrifice and (presumably) accompanying prayer.’

With the exception of Job therefore, the record of the prayer life of these characters
is patchy. However, there are some shining examples that demonstrate the
Patriarchs' growing experience of God's purposes for them, forged through the
vicissitudes of their personal experience as God developed and extended their faith. At
the same time, God in His grace and forbearance was forming, of sometimes very
unprepossessing material, individuals whose lives would ultimately be to His glory. If it
was so with them, it will be so with us, as through experience of Him we become
mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fulness of Christ.”

Abraham: the prayer of faith in intercession

Coming as it does immediately after the unforgettable experience of the aged Patriarch
and his wife at the oaks of Mamre,® the account of Abraham's pleading for the men
of Sodom’ is startling in its robust faith. We may sometimes feel on a similar exalted
spiritual plane after a notable experience of God's work in our lives; it's something to
treasure in our hearts. But how like our own experience, too, that this incident is
immediately followed in the scriptural account by Abraham's deceitful behaviour at
Gerar."” From this succession of events, we can gain comfort and learn important
lessons for the future - in particular, that our loving heavenly Father never abandons us,
even though we may sometimes exhibit only scant faith.

There are several aspects of Abraham's intercession that are important pointers to
prayer:

Understanding God's purpose and will: Abraham's attitude here touchingly reflects
his unique scriptural status as the friend of God."' Although, again, the initiative for
such a mature relationship lay wholly with God,'> Abraham's understanding of His will
is truly profound. We are struck by his insight into the essential balance and harmony
in the Divine nature between love and grace on one side and righteousness and justice
on the other. These are qualities that we often struggle with in prayer because, in our
own experience, they seem mutually inconsistent. Others, too, (notably the apostle
Paul) knew the secret of discerning God's good and acceptable and perfect will and it
galvanized their prayer lives. As Abraham, the hill-walker, found, the secret lies in
not being conformed, but being transformed.

Persistence in prayer: The principles underlying Abraham's dogged dialogue with
God are pointers to the Lord Jesus' teaching that men always ought to
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pray and not lose heart.”* Do we get discouraged when we seem to receive no answer
to prayer? Provided we know we are asking according to the will of the Lord, let us
pray on - the Lord Himself said that even 'impossible' spiritual problems can be resolved
by prayer.”” But then, like faithful Abraham, we must cultivate the spiritual maturity
to accept the answer, even when it is "no".

The time of Isaac: the prayer of faith in service

Records of prayer are scant in the life of Isaac,'® but the prayer of Abraham's servant,
sent to find a wife for his son, is a gem of its kind."” The unnamed servant, surely one
of the unsung prayer heroes of Scripture, demonstrates some cardinal pointers to
faithful prayer:

The Master's glory: the focus of the servant's attention was not on himself or his
arduous journey but only on the interests of his master. In this, the servant points to
that greater Servant, the Lord Jesus Christ."® But his prayer is also a pointer to what
must be the mainspring of our own prayer lives - that God may be glorified. It exalts the
power of prayer to a new and thrilling level when we realize that the purpose of
faithful prayer is to glorify God, and that this is why the risen Christ is so focused
on responding to it."

Never doubting: does the problem seem too insuperable for God to resolve? If so, our
faith is at fault - we're over-valuing the opposition and undervaluing the power of
God. This servant had no doubt that he was praying in line with God's will and that
God was going to answer his prayer. Scripture insists - repeatedly - that it should be the
same for us.** Only too often, it isn't. The reason is very simple - lack of faith: you do
not have because you do not ask.”!

Jacob: the prayer of faith in vulnerability

Of all three Patriarchs, Jacob offers the clearest example of the grace and patience of
God in building faith in Himself through the mill of experience. Jacob's long exile in
Haran saw material prosperity, but little evidence of an active prayer life. All this was
to change at Mahanaim and The Jabbok. Here was a trembling, vulnerable man,
haunted by fear of the brother whom he had treated so disingenuously. Jacob's
experience in this situation leaves us some key, practical pointers to prayer at times
when the going gets tough:

Helplessness: the comfortable protection of wealth and self-confidence had been
stripped away. At Mahanaim,” Jacob prayed to God with complete frankness. In
complying with God's command to return, despite the dangers, he had done all that
was humanly possible to prepare for meeting Esau.”
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Now it was over to God. God in His grace does respond, even if He is not the first
recourse. His ears are always open to the cry of the righteous.* And Jacob's faith was
immeasurably strengthened, as is ours, by the manifest fact that Divine strength is
made perfect in our weakness.”

Openness: For once in his life, Jacob had no plan. All his strength was useless as he
wrestled with this Man on Jabbok's banks. He could do no more than cling in simple
faith for a blessing that could not be stolen - this meant everything.*® He had learned at
last not to make the mistake so often made in prayer - to suggest to God how He should
resolve the particular problems that afflict us. How difficult it is to relinquish control
and be open to God's working in response to prayer. We do well to take a leaf out of the
book of Mary at the Cana wedding feast. Knowing her Son so well, she just laid the
problem at His feet - "They have no wine.” * The 'how' and 'when' was His
responsibility!

Thankfulness: supplication and thanksgiving are two sides of the same coin.® At
Mahanaim, Jacob's prayer begins by recalling God's continuing faithfulness to his
dynasty and blessings to himself. An attitude of thankfulness in prayer -praise for all
that is past - is crucial to developing a robust faith and trust in all that is to come.”

Holiness: this was, perhaps, the hardest lesson for Jacob to learn. In wrestling with the
Divine Visitor at The Jabbok, Jacob was not struggling to wrest a blessing from a
reluctant Deity; God's blessings are not administered so grudgingly.® In wrestling with
God, Jacob was struggling to break free of his old self. It took him all night to realize
that God was ready to bless him just whenever he was in the right state to be
blessed; after that, his walk was changed for ever. This is a lesson which is
fundamental to availing prayer, and which Jacob had to learn the hard way:

"On this one will I look:

On him who is poor and of a contrite spirit,

And who trembles at My word." ™

(1) Heb.11:8 (2) Gen.12: 2-3 (3) Gen.26:2-5;35:9-12 (4) Gen.20:1-17, 26:7-16

(5) Ezek.14:14 (6) Job 1:4-5 (7) Eph.4:13 NIV (8) Gen.18:1-15 (9) Gen.18:22-33 (10)
Gen.20:1-17 (11) Isa.41:8 (12) Gen.18:17-19 (13) Rom.12:2 (14) Lk.18:1-8

(15) Matt.17:21; Mk.9:29 (16) Gen.25:21; Gen.26:25; Gen.27:28,29 (17) Gen.24:12-14,27
(18)Jn 17:4 (19)Jn 14:13 (20) eg. Jn 5:14 (21) Jas.4:2 (22) Gen.32:9-12

(23) Gen.32:7 (24) Ps.34:15 (25)2 Cor.12:9 (26) Gen.32:24-27 (27) Jn2:3 (28) Phil.4:6
(29) Lam.3:22-23 (30) Jas.1:5 and ref. (15) above (31) [sa.66:2b
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Pressure Points
2. Information Overload

Geoff Hydon, Toronto, Canada

The problem

Many of us grapple with numerous sources of information, trying to see which are
useful. 'Junk mail' pours in; instruction manuals abound; 'essential reading'
escalates; the Internet is a seemingly unfathomable global repository of digital
information (and misinformation). The challenge of assimilating it all is a source of
stress in this 'information age'. Intrusive 24-hour global and local news bombard those
in the competitive workplace and create more stress. These are the symptoms of
'information overload'. They bring the attendant danger of our becoming absorbed in
indiscriminate and excessive use of the various sources, without isolating the facts
that we need to make sound decisions. What is the Bible-based solution?

The precedents

Bible examples are helpful. For instance, how did Adam manage to name all the
animals?' Adam's unsullied mind was indeed capable of the immense task.
Remember, in comparison to Adam, we have not risen in real capability, despite our
'technological advances'. We use, not very well, a small percentage of our potential
brainpower! Again, how did Solomon conduct his analysis of the multitude of
natural events? > He had God-given wisdom that excelled all other people of his day.
Then consider Moses' assignment: to administer the whole variety of religious,
social, ethical and moral problems of perhaps two million people.” Where did he find
the time? He did not have Adam's sinless mind and he lacked the unique wisdom that
Solomon would later display. His
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problem was worse, because he didn't access a source of success identified by wise
Solomon: a multitude of counsellors.* In Jethro's words: "You will surely wear out,
both yourself and these people who are with you, for the task is too heavy for you; you
cannot do it alone”’ Tn contrast, the psalmist basked in the sunshine of God's
innumerable thoughts towards him.° Life's complexities are too much for us, but not
for God. We might in one respect define deity by an ability to deal with immeasurable
information! And therein lies the solution.

The principles

To solve the problem of information overload, logic requires selectivity in our use of
sources and ability to reject unworthy material. In other words: learn where to find
reliable information and don't get bogged down with junk! It is false economy to
apply our time extensively to searches in information libraries, while failing to seek
information directly from the Word of God. God's answers are found there and, like
all treasures, they are not usually visible on the surface. We can apply the biblical
precedents noted above to operate efficiently:

¢ Practise confession to clear our minds. Sin disrupts. We must allow God room to
operate more freely within. The selectivity needed to avoid wasting time on useless
endeavours starts with putting out the old trash!

¢ Access divine insight. Wisdom is available from God through His word, in response
to prayer.’ So we should learn to pray for the answers then study to find them. The
sanctified mind is trained to quickly discern right from wrong,® reliable information
from time wasters.

¢ Avoid duplication of work. Don't ignore the resource of people who have already
done research. This applies equally to Bible study; tools abound, but caution: they
require selectivity like other information resources.

¢ Reduce the problem by sharing it. Delegate the evaluation of available material.
This approach works well in every walk of life because it captures a divine principle
about sharing burdens.’ Likewise, overseers in churches of God help one another to
find solutions to complex problems facing the people of God; they apply the God-
given process of Acts 15 to bring more minds to the problems and allow the Spirit of
God to unite those minds around the correct outcome.

The Bible - the Word of God - has the answers. However, we must take time, not to just
speed-read it, but to be as contemplative about it as the writer of Ps.119. The
description: 'prayerful study' has no effective successor in the information age.

(D) Gen.2:19 (2) Eccles.l:13 (3) Ex.18:13-23 (4) Prov.15:22 (5) Ex.18:18NASB
(6) Ps.139:17,18 (7) Jas.1:5 (8) Heb.5:14 (9) Gal.6:2
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Focus

Highlighting Sorcery
George Prasher, Manchester, England

J. K. Rowling of Edinburgh has rocketed to wealth and fame through her children's
novels about Harry Potter, the bespectacled boy wizard. The phenomenal popularity
of the series has resulted in sales of 150 million copies worldwide to date. There have
been translations into many languages, including Slovak, Swedish, Hebrew and
Chinese. In China thousands of boxed sets of translations of the first three novels were
officially produced by the People's Literature Publishing House, the largest printing
of any fiction since the Communists came to power in 1949.

Why such widespread appeal? Not only children, but people of all age groups seem
fascinated by the stories. Children readily relate to the author's imaginatively created
characters. As one Chicago girl aged twelve expressed it: 'The characters really
relate to you -they're kids. They have bullies and bad teachers. It's helped me to
understand something - people, maybe my friends, my teachers. It's influenced me to
read more'. In an interview with an editor of Time Magazine, J.K. Rowling
commented on types of young people she knew and admired on whom some of her
characters were modelled. Each of them had been in some way disadvantaged, but
had risen to the challenge of overcoming their difficulties. This is interestingly
reflected in an essay written by a nine-year old boy who had undergone difficult
treatments for leukaemia: 'Harry Potter helped me to get through some really hard and
scary times. I sometimes think of Harry Potter and me being kind of alike. He was
forced into situations he couldn't control, and had to face an enemy that he didn't know
if he could beat'.

Many parents regard the Harry Potter stories as an engaging entertainment for their
children, which also
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encourages them to read rather than watch TV or play on a computer. One mother
remarked that the good guys always beat the baddies by story-end, so the overall
influence is in favour of right and justice. Perhaps also many adults enjoy escaping
awhile from the grim realities of an increasingly evil and dangerous world to the
fantasy of a world in which things always come right in the end.

These are among the factors which have fuelled the immense popularity of Harry
Potter fiction. Why then should many fundamentalist Christians in USA and elsewhere
have objected so stridently to the books, and organized protests against making them
available to children? Primarily, because they see the Harry Potter series as promoting
sorcery, witchcraft and the magic arts, which scripturally are related to satanic powers
of darkness. To familiarize children with these things and present as heroes youngsters
practising witchcraft is seen to be dangerously harmful. Only a story, but it could well
encourage curiosity about the witchcraft increasingly practised in today's world. The
head of a magicians' organisation in Frankfurt is reported as saying, "The books have
brought our trade into the limelight'.

It's clear from the Acts of the Apostles that magical arts were prevalent in those
times. Chapter 8 introduces Simon the sorcerer, acclaimed by the local populace,
who said, "This man is the great power of God." When Peter and John came from
Jerusalem, Simon had to learn that his power was eclipsed by the power of the Holy
Spirit, and was solemnly warned of the iniquity in which his sorceries had bound him.
In Ephesus God worked unusual miracles by the hands of Paul (Acts 19:11) Seven
Jewish exorcists attempted to use the Name of Jesus in imitation of Paul, but two of
them were attacked by the man from whom they tried to cast out a demon, and had to
flee from the house naked and wounded. This sensational happening became known
throughout the city. One result was that many of those who had practiced magic
brought their books together and burned them in the sight of all. And they counted up
the value of them, and found it totalled fifty thousand pieces of silver. So the word of
the Lord grew mightily and prevailed. How forcibly such incidents illustrate the
reality of the powers of darkness underlying sorcery and similar occult practices!
That sorcery is classed among such evils as idolatry, immorality and hatred in Gal.5:20
further emphasizes that the Christian should give it a wide berth. Such references as
Rev.9:21 and Rev.18:23 confirm that it will feature prominently at the time of the
end. The relevance of these scriptural considerations to the Harry Potter series calls
for serious thought. How thankfully we recall the apostle Peter's firm assurance that
we did not follow cunningly devised fables when we made known to you the power
and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but were eyewitnesses of His majesty (2
Pet.1:16).
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The Epistle to the Romans
13. A Living Sacrifice

John Terrell, Carlisle, England

Paul devoted himself in Rom.9-11 to the penetrating truths of election and divine
sovereignty. This was particularly in connection with God's purposes for Israel and the
apostle's own longing for their salvation. Now in chapter 12 he picks up the thread of
his main discourse which had led him to rejoice in the truth that nothing can separate
the believer from the love of Christ.

So chapter 12 opens with, Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to
offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God - this is your spiritual act
of worship. We have moved into the latter part of Paul's letter now, and find theology
and doctrine matched perfectly with intensely practical teaching and exhortation for the
Christian life. He first sets out a rich panorama of Christian virtues in this lovely, yet
challenging, passage. Then the apostle passes in chapters 13, 14 and 15 to their
application; first, in relation to secular government and society; then in some detail
to day by day relationships with fellow believers in the church, as well as to men and
women in general.

But first, this ringing challenge to total dedication, a living sacrifice, holy and
pleasing to God, our reasonable service, or spiritual worship. Paul sets his sights very
high for the disciples in Rome - and for us. Don't let the world around you squeeze you
into its own mould. So J.B. Phillips renders the text very expressively. We are to be
transformed by mind renewal. All of us who love the Saviour and live in this wicked
and seductive world, know well enough what the Holy Spirit is saying to us here. Can
we accept the
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challenge? Is it away beyond our feeble reach? No, says Paul. Certainly do not think of
yourself more highly than you ought but, at the same time, understand that God has
given each what He calls a measure of faith. And, he says, we who are many form one
body, and each member belongs to all the others.

Writing to the Corinthians, Paul expounds this fascinating comparison with the human
body. Here in Romans it is simply stated to establish in our minds that each member
has a function, an endowment, a gift to use for the Lord. Let any Christian who is
tempted to wonder what gift he, or she, has comparable to preaching or teaching,
come to Rom.12 and they will soon find out to their great encouragement.

We cannot go through this comprehensive list of Christian virtues - for that is what
they are - in detail. They touch every aspect of life and show that no-one is left out in
their capacity to serve and please the Lord. Look at verse 8, encouraging;
contributing to the needs of others; or verse 9, showing sincere love. A talent I may
deploy for the Master, you ask? Yes, indeed. And so on -do read through this
colourful portrait of the positive, holy Christian life. Joyful in hope, ... faithful in
prayer, practising hospitality; not necessarily lavish entertaining, just sharing what
you have. Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn. Perhaps it's
not over important whether we see some of these as gifts or as natural endowments
sanctified to God's glory. They all conspire to provide a lovely picture of
Christlikeness. Do not be proud ... Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Remember
Peter's words about the Lord Jesus, When they hurled their insults at him, he did not
retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. (1 Pet.3:23) "It is mine to avenge,; |
will repay,” says the Lord. But you, "If your enemy is hungry, feed him." Do not be
overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.

Rom.13 begins with spiritual instruction about the Christian and secular government.
Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities ... The authorities that
exist have been established by God. This teaching of submission to governmental
authority is not only to avoid punishment. More importantly, it is 'also because of
obedience'. It is true Christianity in action, and lies in Scripture alongside the
Master's own teaching. "Give to Caesar what is Caesar's, and to God what is God's."
There came a point when a Caesar demanded worship as deity, and noble Christians
went to the arena and the lions in rendering only to Jesus Christ the title Lord'. But they
went there as honourable disciples of Christ who had acknowledged and honoured the
emperor to the limit of his God-given authority.

Our earnest prayers are called for today for believers in some countries where wisdom
is needed to recognize these limits in immensely complex situations. God grant them
the faith and courage to honour the Lord by their actions.

Biblical quotations from the NIV.
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Run and Wrestle

David Hyland, Middlesbrough, England

In athletics there are sprinters, middle and long distance runners and those who
participate in field events. The Christian life is more like a long distance race than a
sprint. The sprinter needs energy for a short burst of speed; long distance runners
must be able to maintain their effort for a long time, they need patience and stamina.
We should never forget that Satan is always putting obstacles in the way; he is trying
to hinder us from running well. Paul had to ask the Galatians a searching question, You
ran well. Who hindered you from obeying the truth? (Gal.5:7).

Athletes dress for the task, leaving off anything that might hinder them. The writer to
the Hebrews had this in mind when he wrote, let us lay aside every weight, and the sin
which so easily ensnares us and run with endurance (Heb.12:1). In the Greek games
the victor was crowned with a garland of green leaves, striving hard for this great
honour. As Paul said, Now they do it to obtain a perishable crown, but we for an
imperishable crown (1 Cor.9:25). Those who run well in their Christian lives will
receive an eternal reward.

Passing on the baton

The relay race, being a team event, requires commitment not only to individual
effort, but also to the overall strategy of the team. The passing of the baton from one
runner to another should be smoothly and efficiently done, with as little loss of
momentum as possible. To pass the baton efficiently, anticipation and mutual
consideration are necessary. Brilliant individualists, who cannot discipline themselves
to the necessary mental and physical adjustment, would ruin the effectiveness of a
relay team.

Paul knew that the progress of the gospel, and the continuation of the churches of
God he was
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instrumental in planting, depended upon the transfer from one generation to the next of
a full commitment to contend earnestly for the faith which was once for all delivered
to the saints (Jude 3). Paul laboured with brothers and sisters of all ages, but he often
chose younger men to be his fellow-workers on his arduous missionary journeys. For
example, Paul and Timothy laboured together to carry out the terms of the 'great
commission'. Because Paul and Timothy were of one mind in their desire, showing
mutual consideration, the 'generation gap' was no hindrance to a close working
partnership. Paul exhorted Timothy, the things that you have heard from me among
many witnesses, commit these to faithful men who will be able to teach others also (2
Tim.2:2). Paul's vision took in three or four generations; he was looking for
continuity. Sadly, there was unfaithfulness and departure from the faith. Some
failed to pass on the sound teaching. Eventually the churches of God planted as a
result of apostolic labours ceased. In the language of the relay race, there was
failure to pass on the baton.

The struggle for spiritual victory

Personal combat is a close form of conflict in which opponents meet face to face,
without any no man's land between the contestants. Wrestling is an example. It is said
that much of modern wrestling is a fake, purely for entertainment. By contrast,
wrestling was a feature of the Greek Olympic Games in which young men contested
keenly to demonstrate then physical prowess. It is intensely close because the
contestants can hear one another's heartbeats, and can feel the opponent's breath on
the face. Any relaxation of effort, any loosening of grip, any sign of weakness or
tiredness immediately becomes apparent to an opponent who increases his effort to
take advantage.

Wrestling is used in Scripture to illustrate the spiritual warfare in which the Christian
is engaged. There are aspects of spiritual warfare in which believers may stand together
to witness, defend the honour of the Lord, and contend for the faith. But there is also
conflict at a personal level when the believer stands alone. There are battles one must
fight for oneself. For, says Paul, we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but
against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this age,
against spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places (Eph.6:12). The believer's
eternal welfare is secure; but he or she is locked in an intense struggle for spiritual
victory in the present life. Like those who run well, those who overcome in spiritual
conflict will have their eternal reward.
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Old Testament Insights into Prayer

3. Inspiration from Moses
the Man of God

Keith Dorricott, Toronto, Canada

There are many dimensions to a full prayer life. In reviewing the prayer life of
Moses, we see key aspects that should characterize our prayer lives, both
individually and as God's collective people. These include:

1. Praise - He expressed heartfelt praise and awe to God for what he had learned
about His character and purpose. We see this for example in the song with which
he led Israel in their celebration of their rescue from Egypt at the Red Sea; "He is
my God, and I will praise Him; My father's God, and I will exalt Him." He referred
to "the greatness of Your excellence”.! We see it again in Ps.90 where he says, from
everlasting to everlasting, You are God.” He continually exalted the name of God
among the people. So should we.

2. Thanksgiving - He expressed his deep gratitude for what God had clearly done in
response to the trust that had previously been placed in Him. We see this after the
Red Sea crossing: "I will sing to the LORD ... The LORD is my strength and song,
and He has become my salvation.”" > He expressed his appreciation for what God
had done. So should we.

3. Confession - He openly confessed the sins and the shortcomings of the people
for whom he was responsible, such as after the incident of the golden calf, where it
reads: "these people have committed a great sin, and have made for themselves a
god of gold!"* He exhibited an attitude of contrition. So should we.

4. Supplication - In times of trial and need, he was
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ardent in his supplication. At Rephidim, for example, Moses cried out to the LORD,
saying, "What shall I do with this people? They are almost ready to stone me!"’ He
was fervent in his prayers. So should we be.

5. Intercession - He was constantly interceding with the Lord on behalf of the people
of Israel. Again, in the case of their sin with the golden calf, we read: Then Moses
pleaded with the LORD his God... "Turn from Your fierce wrath, and relent from this
harm to Your people. ..."So the LORD relented.” He pleaded the case of others in the
presence of God. So should we.

6. Communion - Despite being so busily occupied with the day-to-day affairs of the
people, Moses spent much time alone in the presence of the Lord, bringing Him the
issues of the day and waiting on Him for answers and for strength. How frequently we
read, And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying... He waited on the Lord. So should we.

It is all too easy for us to think that our prayer life consists just of making requests.
We are indeed told to let your requests be made known to God.” But the life of Moses
teaches us that our prayer experience with the Lord should be much more than asking
for what we desire. It should also consist of all the above elements of praise,
thanksgiving, confession, intercession and communion on a regular basis. Our
heavenly father desires a full relationship with us, not one limited to granting our
requests.

Moses and the prayer of intercession

However, it is in the area of intercession where Moses' example especially stands out,
and where we can gain so much help. Moses spent countless hours praying for others,
for the congregation of Israel, and it was for his sake that they were not consumed in
the wilderness. Let's examine three aspects of the intercessory work of Moses to see
what we can learn to make our prayers for others more effective.

The prayers of a righteous man...

1. Moses was Israel's man in the breach. The fact is that the Lord listened to Moses
when He would not have listened to the people themselves. It is still the case that God
listens to some people's prayers more than others. Job was an example of that; God
differentiated in His willingness to answer prayer between Job and his friends, again
because of Job's faithfulness.® James says in his epistle that it is the prayer of a righteous
man that avails much.” Moses had a standing with God; he received divine favour
because of his righteousness and faith, and it made him a more effective
intercessor.

We read in Heb.11, By faith Moses..., and earlier, in chapter 3, we
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read of Moses' faithfulness in God's house.'’ His faith was evidenced by the fact that in
times of trouble and distress, He turned to the Lord, whereas the people invariably
turned away from God and grumbled and disobeyed. Moses' faith was what enabled
him to persevere despite great frustrations - endless ingratitude, complaining and
criticism: /e endured as seeing Him who is invisible."" 1t is no different today. Faith
on our part is what always appropriates the grace of God, it's how we take hold of the
provision that God gives to meet each need.

Moses loved God, and so he loved the people of God, although they became a huge
burden to him."”” He was so committed to seeing God's purpose fulfilled through them
that he was willing to sacrifice himself to see it done.” And the people themselves
recognized Moses' standing with God as their intercessor, solving their problems and
standing in the path of divine judgment. For example, when they were aftlicted with
the poisonous serpents, the people came to Moses, and said, "... pray to the LORD
that He take away the serpents from us." "* He consistently followed the advice of
Jethro: "Stand before God for the people, so that you may bring the difficulties to
God." " Today, the house of God is to be a house of prayer for all nations.'"® Are we
recognized by those inside and outside the churches of God as a people who can
effectively offer up prayers on their behalf? It is part of our testimony. Do the people for
whom we pray recognize that God listens to us?

A praying prophet

2. Moses' role as God's prophet to the congregation of Israel demanded that he spend a
great deal of time alone in the Lord's presence. Moses was the one through whom the
Lord communicated His commandments, ordinances, and judgments - all of these were
conveyed by Moses' words. A man who has that responsibility must spend a lot of time
ensuring he has the message right. Despite his onerous and busy responsibilities,
Moses constantly went aside to spend time alone with God; it was his lifeline. He made
it his practice to set up his tent outside the camp, so that he could be alone with the
Lord."” The people watched him go each time. They saw the pillar of cloud,
representing the presence of God, come down to the tent when he was there. And they
worshipped at their tent doors as he went in. They knew their intercessor was listening
to the words of the Lord. He had such a close relationship in his constant
communion that it says that the Lord spoke to him face to face. Moses could not see
the actual face of the Lord; he could not have survived seeing the unsullied glory of the
face of God." But he was allowed to have the most intimate of communications - to
receive answers to the constant barrage of questions that the people brought to him,
to receive the revelation of the
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law and the instructions governing every aspect of the people's lives, and to receive
guidance to lead the people correctly. To be a prophet to Israel, he must first be a
man who spent much time listening to the voice of God. To be an effective prophet, he
must be a praying prophet. And so it is for us - to have any word from God to give to
others, any insight or application of the Word of God to meet their circumstances, we
must have that on-going communion with the One who is the source.

A man who knew his God

3. Moses' intimate knowledge of the person and character of God was the basis for his
effectiveness in appealing to God in his intercessions. His pleadings with God when
Israel deserved the judgment of God reveal a man who knew his God. It gave him a
boldness in prayer. His pleas to God were based, not on what Israel deserved or
wanted, but on God's character. Were God to abandon His plans for Israel in order to
punish them, His own reputation in the eyes of the other nations would be in
jeopardy. Moses said: "Now if You kill these people as one man, then the nations
which have heard of Your fame will speak, saying, 'Because the LORD was not able to
bring this people to the land which He swore to give them, therefore He killed them in
the wilderness." And now, I pray, let the power of my LORD be great." " He
appealed to God's mercy because He knew it was so boundless. He appealed to His
forgiving nature. Here was a man who spoke to God in God's terms, who looked at
things from God's point of view, who put God's purposes foremost, and knew the
attributes that God Himself was bound by. And so he was listened to. For us also, a
key to effective prayer is praying for what God wants - for what is important to Him,
for His will to be done. It reminds us of Christ's words, "Seek first the kingdom of
God and His righteousness, and all these things shall be added to you." > Whenever
we pray the Word of God (using its intended meaning), we pray those things that God
has committed Himself to act on.

Being effective intercessors

As men and women of prayer, intercessory prayer is a large part of our prayer life. Are
we people to whom God will listen because our lives of faith and righteousness
please Him; who get our words of advice and comfort for others from God Himself in
His presence; who know our God personally and can pray to Him on His terms,
knowing how to entreat Him and what causes Him to act? That's the lesson we can
learn from Moses, 'the man of God'.

(1) Ex.15:2,7(2) Ps.90:2 (3) Ex.15:12 (4) Ex.32:31 (5) Ex.17:4 (6) Ex.32:11,12,14 (7) Phil.4:6
(8) Job 42:7,8 (9) Jas.5:16 (10) Heb.3:5 (11) Heb.11:27 (12) Num.11:14 (13) Ex.32:32
(14) Num.21:7 (15) Ex.18:19 (16) Matt.21:13 (17) Ex.33:7-11 (18) Ex.33:20; Jn 1:18

(19) Num.14:15-17 (20) Matt.6:33
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Pressure Points

3. Strains of lll-health

Jack Mcllvenna, Middlesbrough, England

Guilt: If I had done things differently, would there have been a different outcome?
This is the feeling of guilt experienced by many carers as they seek to come to terms
with the death of a loved one for whom they may have cared for many years.

Caring: Advances in medical science enable people with debilitating conditions to
live longer, resulting in one or more of the family taking on the role of caring.
Evidence suggests that, in the U.K., three out of five of the population will, at some
stage, be a carer. This role is mainly, but not exclusively, undertaken by women.

Life-style: Carers do not always initially realise that they are fulfilling a caring role,
as in some chronic conditions there is a slow deterioration in health and an increasing
dependency which requires a gradual increase in support and care. In time, this may
lead to a complete change in life-style for both the carer and sufferer. For the carer, it
involves fitting everything in life around the person needing care and for the sufferer
frustration and sometimes despair at their inability to undertake normal daily living
tasks.

No one understands: In episodic illness in particular, where there are alternating
periods of flares and remission, both the carer and sufferer may feel that no one really
understands their situation. It is then that the Comforter, the Holy Spirit, reminds us that
before God is One, Jesus, the Son of God, who understands and sympathizes with
our weaknesses.'

Supreme help-line: On occasions, carers experience a feeling of helplessness as they
anxiously watch a loved one failing to respond to treatment and wonder who they
might go to for help. Some hospitals have a help-
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line where specialist nursing staff provide a listening ear and offer help and support.
In addition, believers have the 'Supreme help-line' to whom we can go with all our
anxieties in the certain knowledge that, not only does God have a listening ear, but He
also cares for each one of us.’

"Why me?": We may be tempted to ask, "Why should I have to undergo this
experience as a sufferer or carer? Others are more free to engage in the service of the
Lord, whereas I am limited because I am too ill, or exhausted with caring, to
participate as fully as I once did." Peter helps to put our experience into perspective,
reminding us of the example of the suffering Christ.® It causes us to recall, too, that it
was while sitting at Sychar's well, tired and thirsty, that He took the opportunity to
reveal to the Samaritan woman that the time was imminent for true worshippers to
worship the Father in spirit and truth.*

Paul's example: Paul's experience is also helpful, as we learn from his letter to the
Galatians that it was as a result of illness that he was first able to preach the gospel to
them.” Similarly believers who are ill, or engaged in caring, often have the unique
opportunity of testifying both to professionals and others of their dependence upon
Almighty God to help them day by day.

Comforting: Although Paul's illness was a thorn in the flesh and he pleaded with the
Lord on three occasions to be relieved of it, the Lord did not grant his request.
Nevertheless, the Lord did not deny him comfort, and Paul's experience enabled
him to be better able to comfort others.’ The God of all comfort will provide the same
comfort for us as we experience the trauma and pain that are frequently associated
with illness and caring. This will enable us to have a greater empathy with those in a
similar situation and be better equipped to offer them comfort.

Illness and caring - a blessing: My wife, Irene, and I celebrated our fortieth
Wedding Anniversary four months before she was 'called home' to be with the Lord,
having finally succumbed to Lupus, the episodic illness from which she had suffered
for many years. One of the highlights of our anniversary celebration had been
listening to the voices of our young grandsons singing 'Count your many blessings'.
As we sat holding hands and listening to the words:

'Are you ever burdened with a load of care?

Does the cross seem heavy you are called to bear?

Count your many blessings, every doubt will fly,

And you will keep singing as the days go by.”
we both realized that our experience of illness and caring had been a blessing, as it had
drawn us closer to the Lord and to one another.

(1) Heb.4:15-16 NIV (2) Phil.4:6-7; 1 Pet.5:7 NIV (3) 1 Pet.2:21-23 (4) Jn 4:6-24 NIV
(5) Gal.4:13 NIV (6) 2Cor.1:3-7 NIV (7) Gospel Songs No. 193

2003-30



Focus

Who are Raélians?

George Prasher, Manchester, England

Until last December most people had not heard of the Raélians, an obscure religious
sect, although they claim to have fifty-thousand members in eighty-four countries.

Then came a sensational announcement which hit the headlines and gave the
movement world-wide publicity. They claimed to have produced the world's first
cloned baby through research by a biotechnical company established within their
organisation. The baby is said to have been born on 26 December 2002, having been
cloned by fusion of a nucleus-free egg and a skin cell from an American woman. It is
also claimed that four other babies have been successfully cloned, although only one
of these has yet reached full term. These claims have met with general caution and
not a little scepticism in scientific circles, for to date no confirmatory evidence has
been forthcoming.

From experience of animal cloning since Dolly the sheep was produced six years
ago it has become apparent that the results are far from satisfactory. More than half of
all animals produced by this technique have died within a year and those surviving
longer have almost all had health problems. It's therefore considered potentially
dangerous to clone a human baby. Partly for this reason, but also on ethical grounds,
there is widespread opposition to reproductive human cloning. The UK Government
has legally banned it, although the cloning of human embryos to produce stem cells
which could help in treatment of degenerative diseases such as Alzheimer's is
permissible - 'therapeutic' as distinct from 'reproductive’ cloning.

What, then, are the religious beliefs of the Ra€lians? Ideas which can only be seen as
'strange' (alien, foreign)
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teachings such as we are warned against in Heb.13:9, lest we be carried away by
them: concepts blatantly in denial of divine revelation in Scripture.

About thirty years ago a French journalist, Claude Vorilhon, claimed that he had seen
a flying saucer from which a dwarf alien emerged and asked him to return the next
day with a Bible. For the next five days he was given a complete re-interpretation of
the Scriptures. A cardinal aspect was the alleged misinterpretation of the title Elohim as
referring to God: its real meaning was said to be 'those who come from the sky'. All
life on earth had been made by alien scientists using advanced cloning techniques.
From now on, Vorilhon was told, he must change his name to Rae, gather followers,
and arrange for an embassy to be built to welcome back the elohim. Hence the identity
of the movement as Raélians. From this unlikely spring has developed a stream of
pernicious teachings which produce a corrupt way of life.

The Raélians describe themselves as 'an atheist non-profit spiritual organisation'.
Science is held to be the 'highest religion'. Scriptural concepts of sin and its cleansing
through Christ's atoning death are discarded. How relevant becomes the apostolic
warning to Timothy and ourselves, Guard what was committed to your trust, avoiding
the profane and empty babblings and contradictions of what is falsely called
knowledge - by professing it some have strayed from the faith (1 Tim.6:20,21).

The elevation of scientific knowledge as a source of religious truth and inspiration
reflects the inclination of many people to be greatly influenced by scientific
achievements. The marvellous progress of science and its practical results are indeed
impressive, not least in the medical world, bringing tremendous benefits in
treatment of disease and injury. Yet the knowledge of God is not gained by scientific
research but through divinely revealed truth in Scripture. Having found the key to that
revelation by faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, the believer's appreciation of God's
everlasting power and divinity may well be enhanced by scientific investigations which
disclose deeper marvels of created things (Rom.1:20).

However, the emphasis by Raélians on science as 'the highest religion' is quite another
matter. May this concept, we wonder, possibly have a part in the ultimate deception
of the majority of mankind when God will send them strong delusion that they should
believe a lie? (2 Thess.2:11) For, according to Rev.13, the false prophet will be
empowered to give breath to an image of the Antichrist so that it will be able to
speak and even kill those who refuse to worship it. Be that as it may, we may
thankfully abide in the things we have learned and been assured of, knowing of
whom we have learned them.
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The Epistle to the Romans

14. The Christian before a
Watching World

John Terrell, Carlisle, England

As we saw last month, the opening passage of Rom.13 concerns the believer's attitude to
civil and governmental authority. Now, from verse 8 of this chapter, right through the 14th
chapter and on to the middle of the 15th, Paul is dealing with a series of important matters
affecting the mutual relationships of the Christians in the church, and their testimony to
the world. I imagine the disciples in Rome sitting up carefully at this point to pay close
attention to the apostle's words. In the passage beginning, Let no debt remain outstanding,
except the continuing debt to love one another, for he who loves his fellow-man has
fulfilled the law, they would readily recognize that Paul had very significant practical
instruction to put before them. There was an immediate link with the doctrine he had been
expounding about the law of Moses, and grace. The Ten Commandments are summed up
in the words, "Love your neighbour as yourself."... love is the fulfilment of the law.

Then comes a sharp reminder of the need for a shake up on Christian moral responsibility.
We have an adversary who lulls us to sleep on these issues. So, says the apostle, with a
note of urgent appeal, ... do this, understanding the present time. The hour has come for
you to wake up from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when we
first believed. The night is nearly over; the day is almost here. So let us put aside the
deeds of darkness and put on the armour of light. Let us behave decently, as in the
daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual
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immorality and debauchery, not in dissention and jealousy. Rather, clothe yourselves
with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the
sinful nature. Strong, challenging words which would make the church in Rome sit up
and take careful notice, surrounded as they were by all sorts of evil which ultimately
corroded the very fabric of Roman society and brought about its imperial downfall.
But, in striking contrast, the apostle had also lovely encouraging words to impart.
Clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ. And if we want to know more about
how to reach that blissful state we can go to Paul's letter to the Colossians where he
says, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and
patience (Col.3:12). There is Christlikeness.

But we must press on into Rom.14 now. First comes exhortation about a truly spiritual
flexibility of attitude towards him whose faith is weak. It may concern the foods he
feels free to eat; or be about having regard to special days. Whichever it is, To his own
master he stands or falls. ... For none of us lives to himself alone.... If we live, we live
to the Lord; and if we die, we die to the Lord. So whether we live or die, we belong to
the Lord.

And further, he asks, Why do you judge (or look down on) your brother? For we will
all stand before God's judgement seat. ... each of us will give an account of himself
to God. Yes, these inter-personal matters between Christians in a church of God are
important, and the apostle underlines their importance again in Rom.14:13-16,
summing up with a most important statement, For the kingdom of God is not a
matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit,
because anyone who serves Christ in this way is pleasing to God and approved by men.
This is a profound declaration about the character of the kingdom of God, and of all
who aspire to be in it. It is Christlikeness again.

Paul does not leave this question of mutual Christian respect in matters of food and
drink until we reach the middle of Rom.15. Some readers might even think he
rather harps on it; but he is stressing the truly spiritual nature of consideration and
love for one another. We remember the Lord Himself said, "all men will know that
you are my disciples, if you love one another." So now here Paul echoes his Master in
the words, each of us should please his neighbour for his good. And then the powerful
reminder, For even Christ did not please himself but, as it is written: "The insults of
those who insult you have fallen on me." For everything that was written in the past
was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the
Scriptures we might have hope.

(Biblical quotations are from the NIV)
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Watchers at the Cross

1. His Orphan Cry

Gilbert Grierson, Knocknacloy, N.Ireland

I invite you to draw near with me to watch reverently at the cross of our Lord Jesus
and to see the love of God unfold.

It is about the ninth hour and Jesus cries out with a loud voice, My God, my God,
why hast thou forsaken me," and, shortly afterwards, He lays down His own life,
saying, Father, into thy hands I commend my spirit.’

Earlier that day the soldiers of the governor (Pilate) had subjected the Lord to a mock
coronation, nailed Him to the cross, and set up over His head His accusation, THIS
IS JESUS THE KING OF THE JEWS (Matt.27:37). Two robbers were crucified
with Him, one on the right hand and one on the left. Passers-by hurled their insults at
Him, goading Him to come down from the cross and save Himself, if He really is the
Son of God! The Chief Priests with the teachers and elders also mocked Him. He
saved others, they say, himself he cannot save.”

Initially, the robbers who were being crucified with Him also heaped insults on Him,
until one of them, accepting his own guilt and the justness of the punishment he was
receiving, but convinced that Jesus had done nothing wrong, said to Jesus, Jesus,
remember me when thou comest in thy kingdom. Today shalt thou be with me in
Paradise, Jesus replies.* Between the sixth and ninth hours there is darkness over all
the land, for the sun stops shining. During the hours of darkness, one robber is
hanging on his cross, still in his sins, while the other robber also hangs there, his life
slowly ebbing away, but resting on the promise of Jesus.
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Unseen by the watchers at the cross, during those hours of darkness a transference
takes place. The sins of the robber who has turned to the Lord in repentance and faith
are placed on the Lord Jesus.

We remember the scapegoat on whose head the High Priest placed his hands and
confessed the sins of the people of Israel annually on the Day of Atonement. Then
the living goat was taken away into the wilderness to a solitary place and released
bearing the sins of the people. And the goat shall bear upon him all their iniquities
unto a solitary land (p/ace-NIV)) and he shall let the goat go in the wilderness.” That
unprotected goat was left in the wilderness, probably to be found and set upon by wild
beasts. What plaintive cries might have been uttered before it met its violent end,
forsaken in a solitary place? As Jesus cries out on the cross, do we hear the voice of
One crying out in a solitary place, My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?

How deep the Father's love for us,

How vast beyond all measure,

That He should give His only Son,

To make a wretch His treasure.

How great the pain of searing loss,

The Father turns His face away,

As wounds which mar the Chosen One,

Bring many sons to glory. (Stuart Townend.)

What cost to the Father, who spared not his own Son, but delivered him up for us
all.” What cost to the Son, who was wounded for our transgressions.”

As the scapegoat on the Day of Atonement was bearing the sins of the people, so
the Lord Jesus wasn't just carrying the sins of the one robber, but the LORD hath laid
on him the iniquity of us all *

Our sins were laid upon Him,

And thus our debt was paid.’

On the cross, He was being forsaken that we might never be forsaken; cut off that we
might be brought in; laying down even His life to cancel our debt and give us
everlasting life; having nothing so that we might have everything and one day, be
brought by Him, as sons, to glory.

O God, our hearts united

Would praise Thee for Thy Son.’

(Scriptural quotations are from the RV)
(1) Matt.27:46 (2) Lk.23:46 (3) Matt.27:42 (4) Lk.23:42-43 (5) Lev.16:22
(6) Rom.8:32 (7) Isa.53:5 (8) Isa.53:6 (9) PHSS101



Old Testament Insights into Prayer

4. Divine Response to
Personal Need

Greg Neely, Toronto, Canada

The Lord is near. Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and
supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the
peace of God, which surpasses all comprehension, shall guard your hearts and
your minds in Christ Jesus (Phil.4:5-7). Compare that scripture with Eph.6:18
which says, With all prayer and petition pray at all times in the Spirit... In everything,
at all times we are to pray! There is nothing too big for God, nothing too small! In light
of what He gave up, how could anything be too big or too small?

These pointed summary lessons from the New Testament are illustrated by
example in the Old Testament, both by some with devout spiritual understanding
and others with limited spiritual background. God hears the cries of those who seek
Him and, according to His perfect will, He answers in the proper way at the right
time, every time without exception! In the words of Jer.29:11: 'For I know the plans
that I have for you,' declares the LORD, 'plans for welfare and not for calamity to
give you a future and a hope.' His ways and thoughts are not ours, but His are perfect
and we can count on Him in everything, at all times.

Hagar

Hagar was an Egyptian maid of Sarai, perhaps given to Abram when Sarai was in
Pharaoh's house under the guise of being his sister (Gen.12:16). When she
conceived by Abram, given to him by Sarai in light of
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her inability to bear children, Sarai treated her harshly and Hagar fled. Now the angel of
the LORD found her by a spring of water in the wilderness, by the spring on the way
to Shur (Gen.16:7). The Lord found her, for He is ever watchful and ever listening to
the cries of those with even a limited understanding of Him. "You shall call his name
Ishmael [this child whom she bore], because the LORD has given heed to your
affliction "(Gen.16:11).

The Lord not only heard her affliction, but Hagar was very conscious that He was the
Lord who saw (EI Roi) who had brought her the answer to her need (Gen.16:13).
Jer.23:24 asks a rhetorical question of captive Judah in a different context, but with
the same answer that Hagar discovered, and we can too: "Can a man hide himself in
hiding places, so I do not see him?" The clear answer is he cannot!

But what did Hagar know of God? She was an Egyptian and had not grown up under
the instruction that obviously had been Abram's. Yet the implication is that she cried
out and God heard her. Perhaps she had heard of the plagues in Pharaoh's household
over the matter of Sarai. No doubt she was conscious of Abram's dedication to and
faith in his God, clearly seen at Bethel (Gen.13:4), where he called on the name of the
LORD. She likely heard of God's promise to him in Gen.13:14-17 and witnessed the
altar he built to the LORD. She would see the results of his victory at Hobah
(Gen.14:15). She would have been familiar with the fact of the covenant between God
and Abram in Gen.15. And she recognized after the angel of the LORD found her, that
she had seen God and was still alive (Gen.16:13). She recognized Him undoubtedly
because she had some inkling of His nature.

And whether for her sake, or for Ishmael's, or for Abram's, God had a plan and her
cries over her affliction did not escape the divine ear. No wilderness too expansive, no
problem too extensive that the God of Abraham did not hear and bring divine help
exactly when it was needed. She was absolutely alone in this world with no one to
see or hear or even care - except for One! And that One was the God of eternity!
His response to her cry was intimate, intricate and infinite. It always is! Now, as
then!

Hagar found that out again after the birth and subsequent weaning of Isaac when,
yet again, she was driven
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out of Abraham's household at the insistence of Sarai (Gen.21:10). Again, she found
herself in the wilderness where she had met God. Her son was about to die and she
wept. The young boy Ishmael, under a bush not far away, wept as well. And God heard
the lad crying; and the angel of God called to Hagar from heaven, and said to her,
"What is the matter with you, Hagar? Do not fear, for God has heard the voice of the
lad where he is " (Gen.21:17). Once again the assurance came that God was a very
present help in trouble (Ps.46:1). God heard the boy where he was! That's a wonderful
confidence we can have as well. He hears us where we are! Alone, in our own
wilderness, dying for lack of sustenance, hidden and crying out in our agony of heart;
God hears and provides the life-sustaining well of water that answers to our need
exactly where we are at that moment. And God was with the lad, and he grew...
(Gen.21:20). He's with us too! We need be anxious for nothing!

Eliezer

Another servant of Abraham's found out God's personal interest in his affairs! Though
we are not explicitly told that he was Eliezer, we are told that he was the oldest of
Abraham's household and that he had the charge of all that Abraham owned. A
comparison with Gen.15:2 would suggest that the servant in Gen.24:12-14 was this
same servant, as described in Gen.24:2.

In choosing a wife for Isaac, he prayed: "O LORD, the God of my master Abraham,
please grant me success today, and show lovingkindness to my master Abraham ...
now may it be that the girl to whom I say ... and who answers ... may she be the one
whom Thou hast appointed for Thy servant Isaac..." He was specific in his request so
that he would recognize when God had answered. Had he been general in his request,
he might never have known that God had indeed listened and responded to his need.
But before he finished speaking, Rebekah was on the scene and exactly what he had
asked was playing out before him.

He had prayed specifically, but he let the Lord lead: Meanwhile, the man was gazing at
her in silence, to know whether the LORD had made his journey successful or not
(Gen.24:21). The man did not orchestrate the circumstances so that he could interpret
the results as he wished them to be. He kept quiet and let the Lord work out His plan
so that he could not miss God's guidance. It's a concept that we do well to imitate in our
prayer life. Solomon rightly stated: A time fto be silent, and a time to speak (Eccles.
3:7). For when God hears the cries of those who call out to Him, He calls back.
Sometimes we're too busy speaking to hear Him! Gen.24:48 describes the correct
response to answered prayer: "And I bowed low and worshipped the LORD, and
blessed the LORD, the God of my master Abraham, who had guided me in the right
way..." When
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Rebekah's family wanted to delay the departure of Rebekah with the servant to travel
the 500 miles (800 km.) back to Palestine, he said, "Do not delay me, since the LORD
has prospered my way" (Gen.24:56). That's what he asked of the Lord. And that's
what he received in response. Jas.4:2,3,8 tell us today: "You do not have because you
do not ask. You ask and do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, so that
you may spend it on your pleasures ... Draw near to God and He will draw near to
you." True then; true now!

Jabez

Jabez was more honourable than his brothers were. Whatever else may have set him
apart as such, this did, that he called on the God of Israel to bless him, enlarge his
border, keep His hand with him and keep him from harm (1 Chron.4:9,10). The
summary statement of Scripture is: And God granted him what he requested. Why?
His character was honourable, obviously in God's eyes as well as men's. He asked
according to the will of God, and in God's time and in God's plan He brought it to
pass.

He asked for big things. Big or small to us, it's all small to God, yet ever so
important! We ask for similar things today - blessing, enlarging of the borders of God's
house, His hand evident among us, His protection over us. But are we vessels for
honour? Paul instructed Timothy about that. His summary in 2 Tim.2:21 is instructive
when set beside Jabez' prayer: Therefore, if a man cleanse himself from these things,
he will be a vessel for honor, sanctified, useful to the Master, prepared for every good
work (v.21). God does hear and does bless and does enlarge and does stay near and
does protect. His faithfulness is unquestionable and unchangeable. Are we willing to
cleanse ourselves from the dishonourable that we might also be vessels for honour,
sanctified, useful, prepared, as it appears Jabez was in his day? Are our requests, or
our lives, out of step with God's will if we are not witnessing God's response?

May we be Hannah-like in our petitions before a God who will freely give us all
things ... (Rom.8:32). She said: "I have poured out my soul before the LORD " (1
Sam.1:15). As then, so also now, The effective prayer of a righteous man [and woman]
can accomplish much (Jas.5:16).

Biblical quotations from the NASB
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Pressure Points

4. The Struggle to Make
Ends Meet

Bernard French, Aberkenfig, Wales & George
Prasher, Manchester, England *

It is estimated that one-third of the world's population go to bed hungry every day.
What a sad reflection on human mismanagement, when resources could be made
available to produce and distribute sufficient food for all! War, greed and exploitation
are among the causes of low living standards endured by millions in today's world.

For many living in such straitened circumstances the pressures are intense. There is
the daily struggle to find enough food for the family; the frustration of being unable
to support the education of children; or the anxiety when sick children cannot be
given needed medical care. Problems are endless and often there seems no prospect
of relief from the struggle.

Nor are disciples of Christ promised exemption from such circumstances. God's
thoughts and ways are so different from ours! Listen ... Has God not chosen the poor
of this world to be rich in faith ...? (Jas.2:5). Richness of faith is so often the result of
circumstances which make us realize our entire dependence on God. Give us this day
our daily bread becomes so much more meaningful when food supplies are scarce.
Looking hourly to God for His provision cultivates an attitude of expectant faith; a
quality in our Christian lives which is to God more precious than gold (1 Pet.l :7). Not
that the believer should seek poverty for its own sake. Slaves who had opportunity to
become free were advised by the apostle Paul to accept their liberty (1 Cor.7:21); but
Paul also warned against desiring to be rich (1 Tim 6:9). Give me neither poverty nor
riches was wise Agur's
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prayer in Prov.30:8, a commendable desire before the Lord. However, for Christians under
severe pressure through poor circumstances there is much in Scripture to encourage and
uphold.

As poor, yet making many rich; as having nothing, and yet possessing all things (2
Cor.6:10). These striking contrasts impress on us the reality of true values as God accounts
them. Paul and his helpers knew times of financial need, yet through their witness in the
gospel those won to Christ were eternally enriched. For believers in the Lord Jesus may
have little of this world's assets yet possess spiritual blessings of inestimable and eternal
value.

/ have learned in whatever state I am, to be content ...I have learned both to be full and to
be hungry (Phil.4:11,12). How much God is still glorified today through Christians who
have also learned this secret of contentment despite limited material blessings! They are
content to abide with God in the circumstances where He has placed them. They live out
the truth that godliness with contentment is great gain. For we brought nothing into this
world, and it is certain we can carry nothing out. And having food and clothing, with these
we shall be content (1 Tim.6:6-8).

Christians now living in conditions of extreme deprivation may draw inspiration from
many Bible examples. There was the famine-stricken widow of Zarephath who from her
last handful of meal first made a little cake for the prophet Elijah (1 Kgs.17:12,13). Or the
poor widow who put into the Temple treasury all that she had, two mites, her whole
livelihood (Mk.12:41,42). Above all, the One who emptied Himself to take the form of a
slave, so poor in this world that though foxes have holes and birds nests, the Son of Man
had nowhere to lay His head (Matt.8:20).

In a time of deep trial David wrote, / am poor and needy; Yet the LORD thinks upon me,
You are my help and my deliverer (Ps.40:17). Trusting in Him we also may rely on His
support at all times, even when illness and unemployment add to the stress of finding
enough to eat. He knows our circumstances and in His wisdom has permitted the trial. God
has at times revealed His power and thus strengthened faith, so that even in suffering we
can endure with Him. The world watches because it has no answer. Jesus said, Do not
worry about your life and reminded His hearers that their heavenly Father feeds and
clothes, and knows that you need all these things (Matt.6:25-32). At times of anxiety we
are directed to God's promises: my God shall supply all your need (Phil.4:19). Often His
help may come in ways we would never have expected, leaving us with hearts bowed in
thankful adoration. We clearly see that this must have been the Lord's doing, and it is
marvellous in our eyes, making us feel the reality of His working for our personal care.

*Bernard and George have pooled their considerable first-hand experience of conditions in
so-called 'Developing Countries' when contributing this article.
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Focus

Confidence Through
Prophetic Light

George Prasher, Manchester, England

About two months ago international crisis erupted following deep divisions in the
Security Council of the United Nations over Iraq's alleged development of weapons
of mass destruction. Fear of large-scale terrorist activities heightened an overall
sense of insecurity. Uncertainty through threat of war compounded the situation
and the world's money markets plunged to record levels, wiping billions off the value
of shares.

Christian confidence during such times of crisis finds a firm anchor in the predictions of
God's Word. For as the apostle Peter wrote, we have the prophetic word confirmed,
which you do well to heed as a light that shines in a dark place (2 Pet.1:19). Of
central importance in the wide spectrum of the prophetic word are the great covenant
promises of God to Israel. His messages to them through the prophets of Old Covenant
times were largely in rebuke of their backsliding, idolatry and social injustice. Yet
even in darkest days warning of judgement was interspersed with promise of ultimate
restoration and blessing. There would be dispersion among Gentile nations, at times
with cruel persecution, but the divine purpose in their preservation was assured, leading
to a final recognition of the Lord Jesus as their promised Messiah. Unbelieving Israel's
experience under God's chastening hand is remarkably summarized in Jer.30:11:

'For I am with you,' says the LORD, 'to save you,

Though I make a full end of all nations where I have scattered you,

Yet I will not make a complete end of you.

But I will correct you injustice,
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And will not let you go altogether unpunished.’

History bears out the truth of this oracle of God. Despite the dispersion of Jewish
people among so many nations God has never allowed them to be completely
destroyed, and in many eras of their dispersion has greatly blessed them in their exiled
situation (Jer.29:4-7).

In God's overruling this is highly relevant to the present world crisis. The power of
Jewish influence in world affairs is out of all proportion to numerical strength. The
State of Israel as such has a population of only 4.9 million, yet its economic and
military strength is outstanding in the Middle East. This has largely derived from
American support. The United States allocates between four and five billion dollars a
year to Israel, 20% of US foreign aid. How does this come about?

For although there are about 5.6 million Jews in the United States, more than in any
other country, that represents only two per cent of the American population. So
influence through the ballot box would be of itself quite trivial. However, certain
Jewish lobbying groups have developed immense influence, notably the American
Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC). This Committee keeps track of how
every member of Congress votes on every issue of importance to Israel, and uses its
great wealth to help suitable candidates for election to raise the needed funds.

American policies are also influenced in favour of Israel through electoral pressure
from a non-Jewish quarter. A large number of Christian fundamentalists are
politically organized. Many of them recognize the fulfilment of Bible prophecy in
the modern revival of the State of Israel and advocate political support for Israel in
the present struggle.

In Israel itself Ariel Sharon's victory in the January general election ensured the
continuance of hard-line policies towards the Palestinians. This makes the prospect of
a negotiated peace settlement more remote, further contributing to the seriousness of
the Middle East crisis.

Nevertheless, let us still have full confidence in the God who has given us the sure
word of prophecy as a light shining in a dark place. With David we may
triumphantly say,

The LORD is my light and my salvation;

Whom shall I fear? ...

Though war may arise against me,

In this I will be confident. (Ps.27:1,3)
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The Epistle to the Romans

15. To Rome and
Beyond

John Terrell, Carlisle, England

Our comments on the epistle to the Romans have brought us to chapter 15. Paul, the
apostle, now concludes this important section on mutual Christian love and consideration
with another linking reference to the theme of God's purposes towards both Jews and
Gentiles. Christ, he says, has become a servant of the Jews ...so that the Gentiles may
glorify God for his mercy. Let us remember he was writing to a 'mixed church, Jews and
Gentiles, living and serving together in a spiritual fellowship. He quotes from Samuel,
Psalms, and Isaiah again, "Therefore, I will praise you among the Gentiles", and "Praise
the Lord all you Gentiles, and sing praises to him, all you peoples.” Then, quoting Isaiah
about the Root of Jesse in whom the Gentiles will hope, Paul rounds off this section of
writing with the precious doxology, May the God of hope fill you will all joy and peace as
you trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.

From Rom.15:14-33 Paul says something about himself, his standing among the churches
of God, and his unfulfilled ambitions in service for his Lord. His opening gambit here is
both diplomatic and sincere. I myself am convinced, my brothers, that you yourselves are
full of goodness, complete in knowledge and competent to instruct one another. He
accepts that he has written to them in a forthright way being, as he says, a minister of
Christ Jesus to the Gentiles ... so that the Gentiles might become an offering acceptable to
God, sanctified by the Holy Spirit. Yes, God had used
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him mightily by the power of signs and miracles, through the power of the Spirit. In
ministering from Jerusalem all the way round to Illyricum (which interestingly was in
the area of Albania and former Yugoslavia) his gospel had been outreaching,
deliberately where Christ was not known, so that I would not be building on
someone else's foundation.

One result had been that he was hindered from visiting Rome. Now he hoped soon to
satisfy his longing of many years standing to see them. But not just to meet them and
enjoy their fellowship; no, he had even more in view. His visit to Rome was also to be
when I go to Spain. Tireless, and with ever extending horizons for Christ, this faithful,
dedicated man, though no longer young, had undimmed vision. There is no evidence
that Paul ever got to Spain, but we feel shamed by his thrusting spiritual purpose. First,
he is on his way to Jerusalem to bring the needy saints there the love-gift of the
churches in Macedonia and Achaia. For, he says, if the Gentiles have shared in the
Jews' spiritual blessings, they owe it to the Jews to share with them their material
blessings. When, as he devoutly hoped, he did reach Rome, he would come in all the
full measure of the blessing of Christ.

But this devoted servant of Christ was nothing if not a realist. Join me, he pleads
with the Roman disciples, in my struggle by praying to God for me. Pray that [ may
be rescued from the unbelievers in Judea, and that my service in Jerusalem may be
acceptable to the saints there, so that by God's will I may come to you with joy and
together with you be refreshed. Some think Paul was speaking of Christians in Judea
who were not showing due obedience to the Word of God through the apostles. But,
whatever the precise nature of the opposition, Paul took it seriously and knew the
power of prayer, his and theirs, in dealing with it. He could also see the possibility of
being misunderstood by the Jerusalem disciples. Thankfully, the indications in the Acts
of the Apostles are that this latter danger was avoided. Paul could well do without
any such misunderstanding, considering the rough time he expected from the
religious Jewish leaders in Jerusalem, and which he duly received.

Rom.15 concludes with the words, The God of peace be with you all. Amen. A short,
succinct, but very precious greeting. Was this, some have asked, really the conclusion
of this monumental treatise by Paul? Does Rom.16 really 'belong' as part of the
epistle? In our conclusion we will consider this as we look at the apostle's remarkable
series of greetings and winding up exhortations, and his final ascription of praise and
adoration to the eternal God.

Biblical quotations are from the NIV.
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Watchers at the Cross

2. His Face

Gilbert Grierson, Knocknacloy, N.Ireland
O sacred Head once wounded,
With grief and pain weighed down,
How scornfully surrounded
With thorns, Thine only crown! '

We continue to watch and meditate at the cross.

When the soldiers of the governor crucified Jesus, Matthew tells us that they kept
watch over Him there. > We join them there. What do we see? Certainly the soldiers
see a man bearing all the marks of the violence that they and others had inflicted upon
Him. They see no outward beauty in Him - just the opposite.

At the house of the High Priest, the previous night, after questioning, the officers or
guards had spat in Jesus' face. Then they had blindfolded Him and struck Him about
the face with their fists, saying, "Prophesy! Who is the one who struck you?" > The
soldiers see spittle and bruising about the face of the Lord Jesus.

After Jesus had been questioned by Pilate, the soldiers of the governor had stripped and
robed Him as a King, mocking Him with a crown made of sharp piercing thorns
placed on His head. Then they had taken the reed or staff that they had put into His
right hand and smitten Him on the head with it. Then they had led Him away to
crucify Him and having shared out His garments they sat and watched Him there,
suffering in grief and pain.

How art Thou pale with anguish,

With sore abuse and scorn!

How does that visage languish,

Which once was bright as morn! *

Writing prophetically, Isaiah had said,
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Just as many were astonished at you,

So His visage was marred more than any man,
. 5

And His form more than the sons of men.

Also speaking through Isaiah, the Lord Himself had anticipated His own suffering, saying,
1 gave My back to those who struck Me,

And my cheeks to those who plucked out the beard;

I did not hide my face from shame and spitting.’

In their unrestrained violence those who tortured the Lord Jesus had even wrenched out
parts of the beard from His face. Such cruelty! Such love to allow it!

So no beauty is seen by the watchers, but a face ripped; a head bruised and torn. They do
not see the sorrow and love that, woven together, 'composed so rich a crown'. They do not
know what it was costing the Holy One of God to bear the sin of the world and to weave a
rich garment of righteousness to cover our nakedness and guilt.

But what do we see, as watchers at the cross? Just a suffering man, or the glory of God?
Paul, in his letter to the Corinthian church, wrote, For it is the God who commanded light
to shine out of darkness, who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of
the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.”

Glory in the face of Jesus Christ! Even in the face of God's Son on the cross? Yes,
especially there in the terrible darkness of Calvary and against the dark background of
man's inhumanity, shone out the glory of suffering Love, as the heart of God was
revealed, for God is love.

At a later date, the Apostle John in his vision of the Lord in the book of The Revelation,
saw Jesus, and His countenance was like the sun shining in its strength.® On the cross that
light was blotted out for a short while so that our sins might be blotted out eternally. What
cause for thankfulness and praise!

So, let us who have had light revealed to us, each say as we watch at the cross,
What language shall I borrow,
To praise Thee, heavenly Friend,
For this Thy dying sorrow,
Thy pity without end? *

(1) Translated by Dr J.W. Alexander from P. Gerhardt & Bernard of Clairvaux, verse 1

(2)Matt.27:36 (3) Lk.22:64 (4) As ref.], verse 1 (5) Isa.52:14 (6) Isa.50:6 (7) 2 Cor.4:6
(8) Rev.1:16 (9) As ref. 1, verse 3
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Old Testament Insights into Prayer

5. Through Trial to
Triumph

Alex Jarvis, Romford, England

It is, I suppose, only natural that, as Christians, we have a tendency to resort to prayer
most often when we are in trouble or have a particularly pressing need. We can
sometimes find ourselves turning to God only as a last resort when our own efforts
have failed to resolve the situation in which we find ourselves. Paul exhorts us to pray
without ceasing at all times and in all circumstances, not just when the going gets
rough! And, of course, the fact remains that God does help us when trouble strikes. In
this article we will look at some examples of those who could confirm this fact from
their own personal experience; those who 'prayed through' their times of trial and
looked back in wonder on the depths of their earlier despair from the triumphant
high ground of answered prayers.

The Sons of Korah were speaking from experience when they sang:
God is our refuge and strength,
an ever-present help in trouble (Ps.46:1 NIV).

They had found that their God didn't sit watching from the side-lines while they
struggled with their trials; rather, He was there alongside them in the thick of the
action when trouble struck. We can share this same experience - just like the saints in
Ephesus who had discovered that their Lord was one who walks in the midst of the
seven golden lampstands (Rev.2:1). This suggests not just the certainty of involved
help, but also its timeliness.

David experienced the immediacy of God's help on
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numerous occasions. He recalls in Ps.138 that, In the day when I cried out, You
answered me (v.3).

Again, this can be our experience, as it was Peter's. When he began to sink beneath the
waves over which he had previously been walking with such confidence, his Master's
response to his despairing cry was immediate: one second he was drowning; the next
he was safe in the boat! How often we come across the word 'immediately’ in the
Gospel writings! Whether stilling the raging tempest, quietening the raving
demoniac, restoring the sight of the blind, or returning the dead to life, the Lord's help
was 'immediate’.

Our experiences automatically colour our future expectations. Thus the Psalmist
could write:

T will lift up my eyes to the hills -

From whence comes my help?

My help comes from the LORD,

Who made heaven and earth (Ps.121:1,2).

There was no doubt that help would come. It had in the past; and would again in the
future. The writer to the Hebrews encourages us to have similar expectations when
exhorting us to approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may
receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need (Heb.4:16 NIV). So we can
approach our times of personal trial with certainty and confidence based on His
promises and our experience. As Paul reminds us, He who did not spare His own
Son, but delivered Him up for us all, how shall He not with Him also freely give us all
things? (Rom.8:32). So let us never feel that it is somehow 'wrong' to pray when we're
in trouble!

Praying to the Lord in times of trial and tribulation, and living through them to their
triumphal resolution, was an experience that never left Asaph. In Ps.77, he recalls the
circumstances in which he turned to the Lord for help: When I was in distress,
sought the Lord (Ps.77:2 N1V).

He also shares with us his past experience of answered prayers: "I will remember the
years of the right hand of the Most High." I will remember the works of the LORD;
Surely I will remember Your wonders of old....You have with Your arm redeemed Your
people (Ps.77:10,11,15).

What a deep well of experience Asaph had to draw from!

David, as we have already thought, had lived through more than his fair share of
troubles! And his reminiscences are enlightening, with expectation of

2003-50



deliverance being built on the foundation of answered prayers. On the run from Saul, he
articulated his philosophy in Ps.18.

I will call upon the LORD, who is worthy to be praised;

So shall I be saved from my enemies, (Ps.18:3)

And we can almost hear the amazement in his voice as he recalls how He delivered me,
because He delighted in me (Ps.18:9).

He expresses the same personal view in Ps.54: I will praise Your name, O LORD, for it is
good. For He has delivered me out of all trouble (Ps.54:6,7).

Despite all David's faults and failures the Lord never declined to deliver him from all his
(many) troubles; indeed, he delighted to do so! It will be the same with us when we call on
Him to save us in our time of need. He won't turn a deaf ear because of our numerous
faults and many past failures, but will answer us according to His great, unlimited love and
boundless mercy!

It was the same story some years later, when David was being pursued by his rebellious
son Absalom. In Ps.3 he says:

LORD, how they have increased who trouble me!

Many are they who rise up against me (Ps.3:1).

David was going through another of those times when everything was going wrong; when
it felt as if the whole world was against him. Perhaps we've also felt like that at times. If
so, let us draw encouragement from David. Buoyed up by his past experiences, he says
with complete confidence:

I cried to the LORD with my voice,

And He heard me from His holy hill.

I lay down and slept;

I awoke, for the LORD sustained me (Ps.3:4,5).

The hymn writer captures the point perfectly:
Peace, perfect peace, with sorrows surging round?
On Jesus' bosom nought but peace is found.

Time and again throughout his life David could say with utter conviction: Praise be to the
LORD, for he has heard my cry for mercy (Ps.28:6 NIV).

David never felt unable to call on the Lord for help and his life bore wonderful testimony
to the power of prayer. Neither was he inhibited from calling out for help when the trouble
in which he found himself was largely of his own making! Like Jonah, whose most
graphic prayer was uttered whilst actually inside the great fish:
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"When my soul fainted within me, I remembered the LORD,; And my prayer went up to
You, Into Your holy temple...I will pay what I have vowed. Salvation is of the LORD."
(Jon.2:7,9)

His immediate reaction was to turn to the Lord, confessing his failure and seeking both
forgiveness and rescue. As did David, who also discovered that deliverance was not
withheld because of disobedience.

The identity of the author of Ps.116 is not revealed. But we can surely relate to his
experience:

I love the LORD, because He has heard

My voice and my supplications.

Because He has inclined His ear to me,

Therefore I will call upon Him as long as I live (Ps.116:1,2).

The Psalmist recovers from the disaster of a near-death experience to the triumph of
service in God's house:

For You have delivered my soul from death,

My eyes from tears,

And my feet from falling. ...

T will offer to You the sacrifice of thanksgiving ...

In the courts of the LORD's house (Ps.116:8,17,19).

We may not be required to face such severe tests as was the Psalmist. But the same
remedy is available to us; the same way forward. We, too, have access to a listening God,
who delights to answer the prayers of his saints; access through a High Priest who can
sympathize with our weaknesses, because He was in all points tempted as we are, yet
without sin (Heb.4:15). With such encouragement to approach the throne of grace, we
should never find ourselves in the position described by the hymn-writer:

Oh, what peace we often forfeit,

Oh, what needless pain we bear;

All because we do not carry

Everything to God in prayer.

I recall some words from one of Tennyson's poems:
'More things are wrought by prayer than this world dreams of.'

Spot on aren't they? Let us prove them true in our own experience; and let us take to
ourselves David's wonderful claim: He delivered me because he delighted in me.
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Pressure Points

5. Avoiding Debt and
Materialistic Attitudes

Brian Johnston, Leigh, England

Debt is an issue whether we live in an affluent and increasingly credit-driven economy
or in one where we require to borrow seed against the expectation of repaying it
when harvest comes. While lower income people generally pay higher interest rates,
those earning more often borrow greater amounts. Debt, therefore, is no respecter of
social or economic status. It's an issue for everyone. As Christians, we, like everyone
else, are surrounded by constant encouragements to live beyond our means, including
offers to obtain yet another credit card to consolidate debts.

It was a poor woman who lamented, "The creditor is coming.” ! Poor, but wise; for
recognizing the problem, she took prompt action. It was wise action too, for she
sought help from the Lord through His prophet. As a result, she shut her door on the
world that she might shut herself up to God. Practical help from God's wonderful
supply enabled her to experience how a little can go a long way.

Having recognized the potential for a problem, even a debt problem, we, too, need to
shut the door on worldly attitudes, like buying things we don't really need with money
we don't really have. If things seem to be spiralling out of control, prayerfully we
need to seek specialist advice, cross-checked with mature Christian counsel.

And the Bible is very practical in this area of counsel. It has been estimated that there
are 500 verses about faith; but many more on handling money. After all, consider how
much of our time is spent earning, spending,
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saving and giving money. It is doubtless true that how we spend our money says a lot about
our priorities. It's salutary to make a personal breakdown of our outgoings. How is our
commitment to Christ reflected in how we spend our money?

Thayer says the word translated 'content' means to be possessed of unfailing strength. The
New Testament uses it in connection with money,2 for discontentment about this
betrays weakness. Contentment isn't necessarily the same as 'having enough', for society
would generally define 'enough' as 'just a little more than we have'. True contentment goes
against the grain of much of modern culture where, given half an opportunity, people
aspire to acquire. We rub shoulders with those who ostentatiously display the trappings of
success -and maybe to some degree we struggle to avoid being sucked into the
temptation of playing 'keep up'. Often that's the attitude behind debt problems in affluent
countries where society esteems what we have more than what we are.

Doesn't contentment teach us the virtue of waiting until planned purchases become truly
affordable - or if major - at least well within the scope of a prudent repayment scheme? Not
forgetting to take into account what would happen if our income was interrupted
temporarily, or if interest rates shot up, or how we might deal with emergency financial
requirements, including meeting needs in the church. Prudence suggests maintaining (even
when borrowing) some level of savings or disposable assets. If we cannot totally abstain
from debt (which God allowed for Israel in Old Testament times, albeit at zero interest
rates3), we should certainly engage in responsible moderation. It helps to recognize that, for
most of us, what we can or cannot afford is a matter of choice. Ultimately, there is the
choice to invest primarily in those things with eternal, spiritual returns. In practical terms,
that could mean at least postponing the purchase of some accessory in favour of, say,
facilitating attendance at a Bible study week(end).

Paul gave good advice to Timothy, offering biblical help on using money without
serving it. There is value in such criteria as utility, modesty and contentment when it
comes to Christian consumer choices, especially when coupled with 'low-minded' and
generous sharing of what we already have.* Wealthy Israelites gave their tithe;” the poor
widow gave all that she had.’ There would have been every reason in the world for her
keeping something back, but materialism is there to be overcome for poorer as well as for
richer.

Although given in a wider context than the management of our personal finances, a
wonderful principle is enshrined in Paul's words, Owe no one anything except to love
one another.” With that as our primary motivation, we'll be equally content if God liberally
prospers us, or if He delights to make a little go a long way for us, too.

(1)2Kgs4:1 (2) Lk.3:14; Heb.13:5; 1 Tim.6:8 (3) Lev.25:36,37; Deut.23:20
(@) 1 Tim.6:6-11,17,18 (5) Deut.14:22 (6) Mk.12:44 (7) Rom.13:8
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Focus

Ancient Babylon and
Modern Iraq

George Prasher, Manchester, England

World attention has been focused on Iraq in recent months, and the political future of
the whole region seems likely to be affected. This possibility is of special interest in the
light of biblical history about ancient Babylon, and striking prophetic reference to
its prominence in the final years of the times of the Gentiles (Lk.21:24). Do present
developments in Iraq indicate the ripening of divine purpose towards those terminal
years?

It was the Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar who destroyed the Judaean Kingdom in
587 BC, and carried many Jews to exile in Chaldea. God used Nebuchadnezzar to
punish His people for their backsliding into idolatry, and also to chastise many
other nations: but in due course the Babylonians themselves were to be punished
by God for their iniquity. The prophets Isaiah and Jeremiah both foretold in some
detail how this would be brought about (e.g. Isa.13:1-14:23; Jer.50:1-51:64). They
predicted the remarkable strategy by which the Medo-Persian army would penetrate
Babylon's defences by diverting the flow of the Euphrates so that troops could enter
the city along the river bed (Isa.44:27; Jer.51:31-32). Both prophets also foretold
the ultimate desolation of the whole area: "therefore the wild desert beasts shall dwell
there ...t shall be inhabited no more forever, nor shall it be dwelt in from generation to
generation." (Jer.50:39 cf. Isa.13:20-21) History confirms the gradual decline of ancient
Babylon, its site ultimately becoming arid, infertile and without human inhabitant.

Some have concluded from these scriptures that the emergence of a new Babylon as
a great commercial,
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cultural and religious centre in modern times could not be possible. However, it has
been pointed out that certain aspects of the prophecies in Isaiah and Jeremiah never
featured in ancient Babylon's decline. For example both Isaiah and Jeremiah liken the
destruction of Babylon to that of Sodom and Gomorrah (Isa.13:19; Jer.50:40). Those
cities were overthrown by a sudden overwhelming visitation of divine judgement.
Nothing comparable to that can be traced in the history of ancient Babylon. When
Darius received the kingdom (Dan.5:31) he did not destroy Babylon; indeed for a time
it became like a subsidiary capital of his empire. More than two centuries later
Alexander the Great planned to restore the city, but died before his plan could be
carried out.

There are striking comparisons between the Old Testament and New Testament
predictions about the doom of Babylon. The end of the city is likened to a stone cast
into the waters, again depicting sudden and total destruction (Jer.51:63,64;
Rev.18:21). "Babylon the great is fallen, is fallen," (Rev.18:2) seems to echo the
words of Isaiah: "Babylon is fallen, is fallen!" (Isa.21:9), and of Jeremiah: Babylon
has suddenly fallen (Jer.51:8). Heaven will rejoice over the destruction of Babylon the
Great: "Rejoice over her, O heaven, and you holy apostles and prophets, for God
has avenged you on her!" (Rev.18:20). Similarly in Jer.51:48 we read: "then the
heavens and the earth and all that is in them shall sing joyously over Babylon."

It also seems significant that Isa.13:10 associates the destruction of Babylon with
the day of the LORD when the stars of heaven and their constellations will not give
their light; the sun will be darkened in its going forth, and the moon will not cause its
light to shine. This would suggest a link with the future judgements to fall on the earth
just prior to the Lord's advent as Son of Man (Matt.24:29). Again, the king of Babylon
in Isa.14 is described as aspiring to ascend into heaven and to be like the Most High
(Isa.14:13,14). Nebuchadnezzar was the very personification of human arrogance and
pride; but the language of verse 13 would seem to go beyond worldly ambition and
answer more fully to Satanic aspirations which will be so clearly reflected through the
coming man of sin who opposes and exalts himself above all that is called God or that
is worshiped, so that he sits as God in the temple of God, showing himself that he is
God (2 Thess.2:4).

It's true, of course, that from its inception Babylon is representative in Scripture of
human self-will in opposition to God, with all its associated corruption, materialism
and idolatry. Yet this seems insufficient ground for limiting the Babylon of Rev.17,18
to a spiritual similitude or parable. The immense oil resources of Iraq could clearly
provide the needed wealth for the speedy growth of a great new world centre of trade
and culture answering to the description of Babylon the great in Rev.18. Amidst all the
present uncertainties, we may well watch with keen interest for any indication of
such a development.
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The Epistle to the Romans
16. In Conclusion

John Terrell, Carlisle, England

Some have questioned whether Rom.16 was truly part of the epistle we have been
studying. In this final chapter as it appears in our Bibles, Paul sends greetings to
twenty-six different people, mentioning twenty-four by name. Is it likely that he would
know so many people in Rome so well when he had never yet visited that city?
Superficially this may seem a cogent argument. However, the fact is that no authorities
on the New Testament text attach this passage to any other book; and it is entirely
likely that Paul had got to know many of these people in other places, from which they
had returned to Rome. There was much travel between Rome and the cities of Asia
Minor and Greece, where there were churches of God. Some of those addressed by
Paul, like Priscilla and Aquila, might have been among those exiled for a time from
Rome by Claudius in 49 AD.
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We cannot comment on all of Paul's rich words of greeting, or all the names
mentioned. They certainly add colour and interest to the New Testament account of
Christian service in the churches. The saints in Rome are asked to receive and assist
Phoebe, obviously an exemplary sister, who may have been the bearer of the letter.
Priscilla and Aquila risked their lives for me, says Paul. Mary worked very hard for you.
Andronicus and Junias ... have been in prison with me ... they are outstanding among
the apostles. Others are designated, my dear friend or whom I love in the Lord. 1t is
most impressive to observe the large place given to women in the church in this list of
greetings. Some worked very hard in the Lord. Then, the mother of Rufus (strangely
un-named) who had been a mother to Paul himself. Greetings which exude warmth,
and a deeply sincere Christian love.

And now, a final caution. Watch out for those who cause divisions and put obstacles
in your way that are contrary to the teaching you have learned. Keep away from them.
Everyone, says the beloved apostle, has heard about your obedience, sol am full of joy
over you,; but I want you to be wise about what is good, and innocent about what is evil.
The God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet. The grace of our Lord Jesus be
with you. There is a deep well of spiritual wisdom in these words. Then there follow
final greetings passed on from Timothy and several others. Paul's scribe Tertius injects
his own salute, reminding us of the immense labour, then and now, of 'back room'
workers supporting the servants of Christ who are 'up front' in the work of the Lord.

In concluding our very sketchy remarks on this most notable and weighty New
Testament epistle, we refrain from comment on the closing doxology. It stands with
dignity and reverence, an adoring ascription of glory to the eternal God who has
revealed Himself in infinite grace, bringing all nations to faith and obedience.

Now to Him who is able to establish you by my gospel and the proclamation of
Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery hidden for long ages
past, but now revealed and made known through the prophetic writings by the
command of the eternal God, so that all nations might believe and obey Him - to
the only wise God be glory for ever through Jesus Christ! Amen.

Biblical quotations are from the NIV.
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Watchers at the Cross

3. His Love

Gilbert Grierson, Knocknacloy, N.Ireland

I will enter His gates with thanksgiving in my heart, I will enter His courts with
-1
praise.

Again we join the watchers at the cross.

Jesus has just cried out with a loud voice, and knowing that all things have now been
finished, He says, "I thirst!"’

One of those who stand nearby dips a sponge into a vessel of wine vinegar and raises

it on a rod of hyssop and puts it to Jesus' mouth. Having tasted it, Jesus says, "It is
finished!” > In their final act of mockery they give Him vinegar to drink: sour wine!

In His first miracle at Cana of Galilee, Jesus had changed water into the best wine
at the wedding feast, which was in keeping with the character of all His words and
works: the very best. His final act upon the cross is to take the very worst that men
could give Him - vinegar, sour wine!

This, too, was in fulfilment of Scripture: They also gave me gall for my food, And for
my thirst they gave me vinegar to drink.”

This same passage begins with the words, Reproach has broken my heart,
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And I am full of heaviness,
1 looked for someone to take pity, but there was none;
And for comforters, but I found none.”

Vinegar! The final reproach heaped upon the Son of God, and nothing and no-one to
comfort Him in His hour of distress. How can sinful creatures like ourselves ever hope
to plumb the depth of such love? We cannot.

Such love springs from eternity;

Such love, streaming through history;

Such love, fountain of life to me;

0 Jesus, such love.

Yes, we, the watchers at the cross, love Him because He first loved us.” And when did
He first love us? We each had a point in time when our love began and grew. Was
there a point of time when the Son of God began loving us? God is love, the apostle
John tells us.” "I have loved you with an everlasting love;" God told Israel through
Jeremiah,® and we who are members in the Church the Body share equally in that
eternal stream of love from which nothing can separate us.

So God has loved us from eternity past. But at the cross the full expression of that love
was made known; a love which is endless. God demonstrates His own love toward
us, in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” And as we watch the final
moments of the Lord Jesus on the cross, we cry out, "Why did He do it?" The answer
comes, that He might bring us to God," as worshippers."'

So let us enter His gates with thanksgiving in our hearts, and enter His courts with
praise, for

This is the day the Lord hath made,

He calls the hours His own.

Let heaven rejoice, let earth be glad,

And praise surround Thy throne."

(1) Leona van Brethorst (2) Jn 19:28 (3) Jn 19:30 (4) Ps.69:20-21
(5) Graham Kendrick (6) 1 Jn 4:19 (7) 1 Jn 4:8 (8) Jer.31:3 (9) Rom.5:8
(10)1 Pet.3:18 (11) Jn 4:23 (12) 1. Watts
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Old Testament Insights into Prayer

6. Great Prayers of
Confession

Martin Dyer, Edinburgh, Scotland

In considering the lives of many Old Testament characters, one thing that
impresses us is the insight they had into the mind of the Lord and their
understanding of His ways. This knowledge is evident throughout a long period of
time before the days of fuller New Testament revelation. One person who stands
out in this regard is David, the man of whom Samuel said to Saul, "The LORD has
sought out for Himself a man after His own heart, and the LORD has appointed him as
ruler over His people "(1 Sam.13:14). David's life and the many Psalms attributed to
him reveal his understanding of divine ways and principles. In all human experience
since the Fall a right understanding as to how a righteous God views sin has been of
paramount importance. Allied to this there must be an appreciation of the right way to
approach God, and the grounds on which sin can be dealt with following
repentance and confession On the human side, and mercy and forgiveness on the
divine side.

There are four significant personal acknowledgements of sin in the Old Testament:
Pharaoh in Ex.9:27, Balaam in Num.22:34, Achan in Josh.7:20 and David in 2
Sam.12:13. It was only to David that the reassuring words were addressed, "The LORD
also has taken away your sin; you shall not die."” This brings us to a cardinal point in
the forgiveness of sin. Divine forgiveness is bound up with the sovereignly of God.
Rom.9 makes this clear, where the case of Pharaoh is particularly cited. The word of
the Lord is pertinent in this matter, "I will be gracious to whom I
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will be gracious, and will show compassion on whom I will show compassion”
(Ex.33:19). God knows the heart and its attitude towards Him and discerns whether
acknowledgement of sin is accompanied by true repentance.

The two Psalms of David, Ps.32 and Ps.51, clearly reveal his insight into the matter of
sin and its forgiveness through confession and repentance. While there is a striking
similarity between the two Psalms, we cannot be certain that they refer to the same
incident, namely his sin with Bathsheba and its consequences for Uriah. Ps.32 is
almost a meditation; a contemplation of past sin and the blessing that forgiveness
brings. As David expressed his thought, perhaps he had before him the scripture in
Ex.34:6,7: "The LORD, the LORD God, compassionate and gracious, slow to anger,
and abounding in lovingkindness and truth;, who keeps lovingkindness for thousands,
who forgives iniquity, transgression and sin, yet He will by no means leave the guilty
unpunished." David here shows his insight into the whole matter of wrongdoing before
God. First it is transgression, a legal term which shows that a divine law or
commandment has been broken. Paul tells us where there is no law, neither is there
transgression (Rom.4:15 RV). Secondly, sin in its broadest sense means 'the missing
of a mark’, falling short of a divine standard, for all have sinned and fall short of the
glory of God (Rom.3:23). Thirdly, iniquity takes us into the realm of the character of
sin and how it is expressed, such as when it is of a moral or idolatrous nature. The first
two instances of the use of the word in Gen.15:16 and Gen.19:15 illustrate this. The
Amorites are noted in Scripture for the 'abominations' associated with their idolatrous
worship and Sodom is noted for its moral depravity.

It is of interest to notice the structure of Ps.32. David first recalls the happiness
associated with forgiveness and the misery of the period before the acknowledgement
of sin. At that time he was aware of physical as well as spiritual effects. He recalls
his confession and the immediate result, You forgave the guilt of my sin (Ps.32:5).
He encourages others to a similar course of action, recalling communion restored and
an assurance of the presence of the Lord. Following this, David is conscious of the
instruction, guidance and counsel of the Lord in his life, and advises against resistance
to the hand of the Lord (Ps.32:8,9).

In Ps.51 we have one of the great prayers of the Bible, a remarkable prayer of
confession for grievous sins committed. As the introduction to the Psalm makes clear,
David is acknowledging and confessing to God his transgressions in the matter of Uriah
the Hittite and Bathsheba. The story is told in 2 Sam.11 with the sequel in chapter 12.
In this affair, David had directly transgressed two of the commandments of the
Lord contained in Ex.20.
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He had coveted the wife of Uriah, committed adultery, and was the prime instigator in
the killing of Bathsheba's husband. The experience that he refers to in Ps.32:3,4 would
be true of this period in his life, between the committing of the sins and the visit of
Nathan the prophet, when the enormity of what he had done was brought home to him.
It is a measure of David's knowledge of the Lord and his confidence in Him, that in this
Psalm of confession for sins, he makes seventeen requests for himself and two
requests for Zion and Jerusalem. His first and most important plea was for mercy. He
was keenly aware that he was dealing with a holy and righteous God as his words in
Psalms such as Ps.22:3 and Ps.103:1 indicate. David's pleas for mercy, washing,
cleansing and purging show that he was aware that his sins made great demands upon
a holy God who is just and is justified in all that he says and does (v.4). The blotting
out of his transgressions called for a multitude of tender mercies from God.
Washing and cleansing from defilement, and the clean heart he longed for, could
come only from the gracious actions of the God against whom he had sinned.

It is worthy of note that David's perception and confession of sin in his life go away
back beyond his present circumstances at the time he is writing. He confesses to God
that he was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin my mother conceived me, tracing
back his association with sin and its consequences to the time of his conception and
birth (v.5). In Ps.139 David states,

My frame was not hidden from You,

When I was made in secret,

And skilfully wrought in the depths of the earth;

Your eyes have seen my unformed substance;

And in Your book were all written

The days that were ordained for me,

When as yet there was not one of them (Ps.139:15,16).

In Ps.51:11 we see something of the anguish of David's soul as he pleads that he
should not be a castaway, and have the Spirit of the Lord taken from him. The
operation of the Holy Spirit was a vital factor in his life and David had a strong sense
of His presence and influence. At that time, prior to New Testament revelation, he had
some knowledge of 'the triune God' as shown by his words here and in Ps.139:7,
Ps.143:10: compare also the application given to his words in Ps.110:1 by the Lord in
Matt.22:43. Verses 16 and 17 show David's insight when viewed against the
background of the law of the Lord. He recognized the inadequacy of animal sacrifice to
provide a full atonement for his sin. He makes the same point in Ps.40:6, Sacrifice and
meal offering You have not desired...
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Burnt offering and sin offering You have not required.

He seemingly had some perception of what Paul states in Rom.3:25 concerning the death
of Christ whom God displayed publicly as a propitiation in His blood through faith. This
was to demonstrate His righteousness, because in the forbearance of God He passed over
the sins previously committed. David obtained mercy on the grounds of the greater
sacrifice to come, the offering of the Lamb of God, the Lord Jesus Christ. In all this
experience David learned the truth of the words written later by his son Solomon,

He who conceals his transgressions will not prosper,

But he who confesses and forsakes them will find compassion (Prov.28:13).

In considering these Psalms of prayer and confession, Asaph's words in Ps.73 are worthy
of attention. He makes the point in Ps.73:28, But as for me, the nearness of God is my
good, and it was in the light of his experience in the presence of the Lord that he confessed
envy when he saw the prosperity of the wicked (Ps.73:3). Envy, we are told, is the
rottenness of the bones (Prov.14:30 RV). Asaph seems to have been fully aware of this.
He had been deeply upset by what he perceived as the injustice of it all: arrogant, violent
men prospering in all their ways and he being stricken and chastened every day and all day
(v. 14). The depth of his depression can be judged from verse 13; his effort to maintain a
righteous standard before God appeared to have been in vain, seemingly no advantage had
been gained from it. In Ps.36:9 David said, For with You is the fountain of life; In Your
light we see light. So it was with Asaph, he gained a different perspective on things in the
presence of the Lord (v. 17). He saw clearly that the apparent ease of the life of the wicked
was not to be envied, and that destruction and desolation would overtake them. Ps.37 and
73 make an interesting comparison, David says,

Do not fret because of evildoers,

Be not envious towards wrongdoers (Ps.37:1).

Asaph confesses his ignorance and wrong state of mind, he also rejoices that God had not
forsaken him (Ps.73:21,22,28). It is good when like Asaph we have assurance of the
guidance and counsel of the Lord in life and confidence in the 'afterward' - a receiving to

glory.

Biblical quotations are from the NASB
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Pressure Points

6. The Theft of Time

Philip Kennedy, Toronto, Canada

In the brevity of time lies its value. Believers and unbelievers may realize life is brief,
but for disciples, that consideration is a spur to wise living. The godly pray, So teach
us to number our days, that we may present to You a heart of wisdom (Ps.90:12).
Worldly-minded people are prompted to pursue pleasure, saying: Let us eat and
drink, for tomorrow we die (1 Cor.15:32 NASB).

Our time is coveted by the Adversary. The Lord spoke of the Devil as a thief who
"comes only to steal and kill and destroy." In contrast, our Lord wants to infuse lives
with glorious significance - "I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly” (Jn
10:10 NASB).

It is tragic when we squander hours in self-indulgent pleasures. Our society fuels
addiction to its amusements and entertainment. We may fritter away innumerable
hours on programs, movies, and games, yet these may facilitate the culture's rush to
deeper ungodliness! Such indulgence may be at the expense of positively contributing
to the welfare of others, and our own souls. Our hearts will be better satisfied in Christ-
centred, cross-disciplined living.

We must be redeeming the time, because the days are evil (Eph.5:16), 'buying time' not
by deferring matters, but by diligent use of time, exploiting it for maximum advantage.
Our use of time determines our testimony: walk in wisdom toward them that are
without, redeeming the time (Col.4:5 RV). Paul's metaphor is of going into the
market and wisely buying up opportunities by the responsible use of time.

Time pressures can be subtle. Does our work involve time-consuming travel? We
should redeem such time

2003-65



wherever possible, e.g. by listening to taped ministry or recorded Scripture, or reading
and praying as we travel. Do we feel pressured to work extra hours merely to retain
our position? Beware: the worry of the world and the deceitfulness of wealth may
choke the word sown in our life, so it becomes unfruitful! (Matt.13:22 NASB) No
prescription for handling these pressures will fit every situation, but Scripture
provides principles of time-management that must be applied conscientiously.

1. No soldier in active service entangles himself in the affairs of everyday life, so that
he may please the one who enlisted him (2 Tim.2:4 NASB). The warning is against
becoming interwoven in the busyness of life, and hindered in service. Don't let
involvements in societies or public roles absorb your time and energies without
advancing the interests of God's kingdom.

2. Attend upon the Lord without distraction, ... be free from cares and careful for the
things of the Lord (1 Cor.7:32-35 RV). Here single persons (whether temporarily or
for life) can rejoice in a relative advantage! For the married, perhaps husbands
especially need to be reminded that marriage brings with it obligations that may not
be avoided by religious justifications (compare Matt.15:3-9). Husbands and fathers
must make significant investments of time (Eph.5:28,29; Eph.6:4). The Lord will
commend, not condemn, servants who spend prayerful, loving time with their
spouses and children.

3. Some commonplace activities are necessary and valuable, so we should not chafe
under such 'impositions'. For example, gainful employment is a must (1 Tim.5:8). And
note, it is the Lord Christ whom you serve (Col.3:24 NASB), not least by the witness
of our conduct before our employer and colleagues.

4. When we are adequately fulfilling responsibilities in the 'inner' circles of self and
family, we may consider wider responsibilities. Paul wrote, for if a man does not
know how to rule his own house, how will he take care of the church of God? (1
Tim.3:5).

5. Focus on our own God-given ministry. 1 Cor.1:17 shows Paul had been
excellently equipped for preaching and in doing this he was the most useful for God's
kingdom. It is not that we are never required to work outside of our primary ministry,
or that we should forget about the ministry of others, but we should concentrate on
what accords with our gifts and calling.

6. Beware of the 'Martha’ mind-set. Martha was worried about many things,
including the Lord's apparent indifference to her workload. Her anxiety was self-
created - her service was not performed in faith, but with resentment. Martha's
preoccupations ranged far beyond the necessary. Are we ready to identify the
essentials and jettison clutter? Mary, given the opportunity to enjoy the Lord's loving
counsel, seized it - may we all be as wise in our use of time!
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Focus

Israel’s Divided Land

George Prasher, Manchester, England

On the eve of the war with Iraq the United States President Bush announced that he
was about to publish the 'road map to peace' - a timetable drawn up by the United
Nations, the United States, the European Union and Russia designed to lead to the
creation of a Palestinian State by Year 2005. The timing of this announcement was
doubtless intended to influence Muslim opinion towards acceptance, of American
policy in the Middle East. For the attack on Iraq was seen by many Muslims in the
Arab world as a crusade against Islam in general. To offset that view President Bush
projected the wider picture of the overall Middle East situation, and confirmed the
intention to address the Palestinian question also.

What is involved in the so-called 'road map'? On one hand that Palestinians renounce
terrorism and Arab States confirm their recognition of the State of Israel. On the other
hand Israel will be required to make concessions such as withdrawal from a
proportion (undefined) of the 'occupied territories' and curtailment of Israeli
settlements in Palestinian areas. From the historical perspective of the last century
the rival territorial claims of Arab and Jew have been a topic of passionate
international debate. World opinion is widely supportive of an independent
Palestinian State, involving the reallocation of much of the territory controlled by
Israel since the 1967 Six Day War. The status of Jerusalem is particularly
controversial as the Palestinians claim the right to Eastern Jerusalem for their State
capital.

So much for the historical and political background, which it seems will inevitably
lead towards a revised division of the land. What about the scriptural perspective?
To each of the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac and Jacob God pledged His word that 'this
land' would
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be given to their descendants (Gen.12:7; Gen.26:3; Gen.35:12). There's a curious
variation of the Genesis account in the Islamic tradition which claims it was Ishmael
as the older son who inherited the greater blessing, not Isaac: a tradition which
many Muslims feel justifies their prior claim to the land! This is of course at complete
variation from the record of God's Word, so clearly endorsed for our assurance both
by the Lord Jesus (Lk.24:44) and by His apostles (Rom.9:7).

In Gen.15:18 the extent of 'the land' was defined as from the river of Egypt to the
great river, the River Euphrates. The nearest approximation to Israel's control of such
extensive territory would appear to have been under King Solomon, doubtless
foreshadowing the full implementation of this divine promise in the coming
millennial reign of Christ. However, Israel's occupation of the promised land was
dependant on their obedience to God's Word (Deut.28:58,64,65). Old Testament
history testifies to the repeated spiritual backsliding which so often resulted in the
invasion of their territory by neighbouring nations, and finally to loss of nationhood
and dispersal in Babylonian exile. A small minority of Jews returned to occupy part
of the ancient territory by permission of the Persian Emperor. Then history repeated
itself, and Israel's rejection of the Lord Jesus, the Christ of God, again resulted in their
expulsion from their own land by the Romans, and a dispersion which would extend
from the first to the twentieth century.

Does not the same principle hold good today? The Israel nation comprises a small
proportion of Jews in today's world. The Orthodox of Judaism among them
passionately claim the title deeds of Israel's heritage as promised to Abraham. Yet as
a nation Israel still disowns the Lord Jesus Christ, God's Anointed. On the one hand,
their renewed nationhood in occupation of part of the promised land is clearly
according to the prophetic scriptures regarding the time of the end. On the other hand,
they are still experiencing chastisement for their unbelief, including strong resistance
to their occupation of much of the territory promised to the patriarchs. In the light of
this, is it not remarkable that when the Lord Jesus judges the nations at His return to
earth (Matt.25:31,32) part of the indictment against them will be that they have
'divided up My land', as Joel the prophet confirms:

When I bring back the captives of Judah and Jerusalem,

Iwill also gather all nations,

And bring them down to the Valley of Jehoshaphat;

And I will enter into judgement with them there

On account of My people, My heritage Israel,

Whom they have scattered among the nations;

They have also divided up My land.

In the final analysis it is God's land, and He has allocated it to Israel according
to covenant promise.
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'He and | Together
Sharing’

John Peddie, Paisley, Scotland

As the Lord's coming draws ever nearer, the lovely thought, 'He and I together
sharing all the Father's love!', so well expressed in Mrs Bevan's hymn, should strike a
responsive chord in our hearts. An intimate spiritual friendship may be enjoyed in our
relationship with our Saviour, Master and future Bridegroom.

Union and communion

Believers may experience the Lord's abiding presence. How graciously and kindly
He deals with our thoughtlessness and forgetfulness! His presence is so unobtrusive
that we are sometimes unaware that He is still with us. When we do think of Him,
and turn to share His company, it may be for only a few seconds or a few minutes,
depending on how long our attention span lasts. The Lord wants our company more
than we want His (see Rev.3:20). How much time are we willing to give Him in
communion? The Lord is used to neglect from His children, which must grieve and
sadden Him. In the past, God complained of Israel, My people have forgotten Me days
without number (Jer.2:32). The Lord's love for us is infinite and we are bound to
Him by ties that cannot be severed, but that does not mean we should take His love
for granted. When we meet the Lord, will it be as a well-known and loved Friend?

Be prepared!

The believer's communion with the Lord Jesus finds poetic expression in the Song of
Songs by analogy with the royal lover and his bride. As part of our preparation for
meeting the Bridegroom, let us resolve to get to
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know Him better, be more aware of His presence and commune more often with
Him. The King of kings, our royal Bridegroom, is waiting to come to claim His
bride. He awaits His Father's appointed time for the marriage; His bride should be
preparing herself for her Bridegroom. For His part, everything will be ready for the
marriage to His bride:

There made ready are the mansions,

Glorious, bright and fair,

But the Bride the Father gave Him

Still is wanting there.

Anticipate the rapture

When the Lord was here on earth, He was despised and rejected by men; they could
see no beauty that they should desire Him, but to His bride He is altogether lovely.
In that coming day her eyes will see the King in His beauty; they will see the land that
is very far off (Isa.33:17). How eager we should be to anticipate the rapture and the
change that will result in our bodies being conformed to His glorious body
(Phil.3:21).

He and I together entering

Those bright courts above;

He and I together sharing

All the Father's love!...

Meet companion for the Master,

From Him, for Him made;

Glory of God's grace for ever,

There in me displayed!

We rejoice in the Lord's oft repeated promise, / am coming quickly. In the short time
left to us before He comes, may we be preparing our hearts and ordering our lives
before Him, abiding in Him so that we may have confidence and not be ashamed
before Him at His coming (1 Jn 2:28). The Lord looks for tender, loving hearts and
lives surrendered to His will. Paul exhorts, present your bodies a living sacrifice,
holy, acceptable to God, which is your reasonable service (Rom.12:1). We were
bought with a price. We owe the Lord so great a debt that we shall never be able to
repay in time or eternity. Is any sacrifice on our part too great a price to pay for the
Lord who gave His all for us?
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The Patient Patriarch
1. Laughter and Tears

George Prasher, Manchester, England

His name means 'laughter'; a name chosen by God before his birth. For Sarah, his
ninety-year old mother, had laughed sceptically when she overheard the Angel of the
LORD tell Abraham that he would have a son by her. Now with the promised infant in
her arms she said, "God has made me laugh, and all who hear will laugh with me"
(Gen.21:6). Abraham's household rejoiced: their mouth was filled with laughter, and
their tongue with singing as one psalmist described overflowing joy (Ps.126:2).

A child of promise, a child of destiny, Isaac thrived in Sarah's tender love and under
his father's watchful care. What joy would fill their hearts with each delightful
stage of Isaac's growth through infancy, to his first faltering steps, and then to see him
after the manner of toddlers inquisitively exploring the ins and outs of the richly
appointed encampment.

Laughter and tears! It could not be joy and sunshine all the way. Nor can it be for any
of us. We learn from Bible illustration the deep wisdom of God, His purposes in
the mingling of laughter and tears in experience with Him: a truth reflected in Anne
Proctor's perceptive lines:

We thank Thee more, that all our joy

Is touched with pain,

That shadows fall on brightest hours,

That thorns remain;

So that earth's bliss may be our guide,

And not our chain.

It was a joyful occasion when Isaac was weaned. Abraham made a great feast that
day. Sadly, things
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were soured through Sarah's drawing attention to Ishmael's mocking of Isaac, and her
harsh demand that Hagar and Ishmael should be expelled: "Cast out this bondwoman
and her son; for the son of this bondwoman shall not be heir with my son, namely
with Isaac” (Gen.21:10). How deeply distressing to Abraham that his older son,
now probably about seventeen, should have to be banished. He anguished over it
before the LORD, but was told to concede Sarah's demand. Graciously, God
showed His servant that the choice of Isaac as the son in whom special divine
purpose was vested made Ishmael's departure necessary. Nevertheless, from
Ishmael, too, there would arise a nation, because he was Abraham's seed.

Early in the morning Abraham gave effect to God's direction. As he watched
mother and son disappear forlornly into the unknown, were his eyes dim with
tears? Were Hagar and Ishmael also weeping as they felt the wrench of alienation
from accustomed family and friends? How often, when laughter has turned to tears,
we need to cling implicitly to the promises of God. As one who knew bitter
experiences of mental stress exhorts in his well known hymn:

Judge not the Lord by feeble sense,

But trust Him for His grace;

Behind a frowning providence

He hides a smiling face.

Blind unbelief is sure to err,

And scan His work in vain;

God is His own interpreter,

And He will make it plain.

(W. Cowper)
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Old Testament Insights into Prayer

/. Supplication for the
People of God

Martin Archibald, Paisley, Scotland

Did you say, The people of God'?

'The people of God' must be one of the most unpopular titles in today's world. Each of
the five words is loaded against man's common outlook:

¢ 'the’, excluding others

¢ 'people’, meaning a distinct nation or race

¢ 'of, belonging to God in a special way

¢ 'God', the Person most people prefer to keep at a distance, even if they believe
in Him.

But the first books of the Bible work steadily towards God's rescue of one little
people from the might of Egypt. Then follows the revelation that God desired to have
a nation that would belong especially to Him, and take character from Him, as an
example to all others. That high purpose sweeps through the Old Testament and into
the New with insistent language that the believer cannot avoid. "My people", the
Lord says repeatedly through the books of Moses. "My people", He appeals through
the prophets. Paul writes to Titus of a people for his [God's] own possession, and
Peter echoes, a people for God's own possession (RV). So much of the course of this
world is set against those who might claim such a title, that united prayer is necessary
to maintain its existence. We look now at the prayers of three men who grasped that
this matter was precious to God, and who set themselves to keep it alive and strong in
their times.
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David's prayer of sustained praise

We begin with David, described by God as "a man after my heart, who shall do all
my will." The stature of the man is seen when the Lord rejected his greatest offering -
his plan to build a house for God to dwell in, among His people. Instead of cooling
off, or becoming embittered with disappointment, David inwardly cherished the goal,
and prepared with all his might for the day when a temple would be built.

So because the king had learned to subject his own plans to the will of God, his praise in
1 Chron.29:10 rings with reality:

"Blessed are You, LORD God of Israel, our Father, forever and ever.”

David can say 'Father' with truth because his life showed so much of God's likeness.
He can speak uniquely of 'Israel' because he united the tribes together as no other of his
time could. He continues to honour the Lord for a large part of the prayer. We
understand that the New Testament teaches that the prime occasion for worship as
God's holy nation is the Remembrance, where the focus is Christ. Is there, however,
a need in our assembly prayers for more sustained praise and thanksgiving for
God's other gifts?

"... of Your own we have given You."

David understood the sweetness of a child wishing to spend what the parents have
given on a present for father or mother in return: perhaps as one who had been so hurt
by the selfishness of his own sons. He spoke of how much it meant for a nation who
had been without their own home for hundreds of years to be able soon to build a house
for their God, as permanent as their possession of their new land. Our world, with all
its advances, is no more stable or peaceful than theirs, and it is our privilege to be
called to build a spiritual house on the unshifting foundation of the teaching of the
Lord: a welcoming home, standing also for God's unchanging holiness in the face of
human opinion. This demands united prayer, such as David led the people in, that day:

O LORD... keep this for ever in the imagination of the thoughts of the heart of thy
people (1 Chr.29:18 AV, RV).

The king who knew the inward reach of prayer

David's great son was blessed with glory and fame because he asked for an
understanding heart. The Hebrew hearing heart (1 Kgs.3:9 RVM) teaches us that
Solomon learned to hear the true, underlying message in what others said; to read their
situation with God's supply of wisdom. At the dedication of the Temple, this man
unfolds his vision that the house of the Lord should be in the
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hearts of all Israel, wherever they might be in the land or beyond it. He asked that it
would be a house of prayer to which they would be confident to bring all their needs:
every man the plague of his own heart (1 Kgs.8:38). How well this king knew both our
heartache, and our self-deception! In contrast, he knew like his father that the God
who keeps watch over Israel does not sleep, but listens for our cry night and day. He is
still ready to give liberally to any who asks for wisdom (Jas.1:5).

The extent of the welcome
Then in the largeness of Solomon's own heart, he went further:

"Moreover, concerning a foreigner who ... has come from afar country for Your
name's sake (for they will hear of Your name and Your strong hand and Your
outstretched arm), when he comes and prays towards this temple, hear in heaven... and
do..." (1 Kgs.8:41-43).

Was Solomon thinking of his ancestress Ruth, who so came to seek the mercy of the
God of Israel? Certainly her great heart of faith and love was in him also.

Another man who both loved Israel and was an apostle to the nations beyond teaches
the importance of prayer for all the saints (Eph.6:18). We see his record of care for
so many individuals (e.g. Rom.16); but here he calls for prayer for each saint in the
assembly, whatever their degree of involvement. Rom.10:1 shows Paul's prayers were
filled also with those who might yet belong or return to the Fellowship of God's
Son. He prayed that the Thessalonians' love would increase and abound towards all
men (1 Thess.3:12).

Reverence

Solomon also teaches us proper respect. He began that day standing, to be seen and
heard by the congregation (1 Kgs.8:22). But as his prayer deepened to supplication,
he took to his knees (1 Kgs.8:54). Even with the liberty we enjoy in Christ, we do
well to show the reverence of sinners saved by grace in our posture before God, as
in our hearts:

... let us have grace, whereby we may offer service well pleasing to God with reverence
and awe: for our God is a consuming fire (Heb.12:28,29 RV).

Preparation for all service

Nehemiah shines as an example of preparedness. When a crisis came, we can assume
he was already practised in recourse to prayer. When he arrived at Jerusalem, he did
not spare himself the trouble of prospecting the wall that
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very night, so he was ready to lead the planning next day. When the wall was
completed, Nehemiah's registration of the people paved the way for the great assembly
in which the priests and Levites taught the law, and the immediate enactment of the
Feast of Tabernacles. It is no surprise, then, to see his influence in the period of
confession by the people, who now wanted to make themselves acceptable to God.
So although we might have expected a celebration directly after the rebuilding of
the wall, in fact there was an extensive period of purifying: a quarter of the final day
spent in confession, and a quarter in reading the law. Thus they discovered the
blessing of a feast that fell due just then, and was designed for rejoicing.

Preparation for the Remembrance and the Prayers

The same principle appears in the instruction we are given for the Remembrance.
First, ...let a man examine himself, and so let him eat... (1 Cor.11:28). The heart of the
singer of Ps.45 'overflows' in worship, but he says, I speak the things which I have
made touching the king (RV). He had taken time to gather and compose his thoughts,
and that meditation did not dampen, but stirred his heart till it overflowed.

Can we, then, expect power in the assembly prayers if we do not also prepare
ourselves beforehand? James reminds us that it is the prayer of a righteous man that
is effective (Jas.5:16). Of course, time at the throne of grace may rightly be given to
confession. But we may learn from those survivors of the captivity to humble ourselves
before making requests. Yes, that was a special occasion, producing one of the great
commentaries that ranks Neh.9 with Acts 7 and Acts 21 for our instruction. But the
same approach applies, whatever the scale of the occasion: self-examination; careful
reading; confession; and then thanksgiving. Notice the telling expression in Neh.9:2:
they separated themselves... and they stood and confessed...

"You alone are the LORD..."

From all three prayers we have studied, we learn that the opening was devoted to
consideration of the greatness of God, and His past dealings with His people. Only
after this focus is there a move towards the immediate problem or request.

Finally, we may see how the people of God in those days saw their communion
with Him as vital to their survival, let alone their spiritual health. Prayer together
renews spiritual strength. Collective prayer unites saints - and delights the heart of
God. It will help people listen, if, as Moody asked, some prayers are "cut at both ends,
and set on fire in the middle."

"For the LORD'S portion is His people" (Deut.32:9), but He can only bless when we
are ready.
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Pressure Points

/. The Scourge of
Unemployment

Tim Elson & Trevor Shaw, Toronto, Canada

Many Christians struggle with the difficulties of unemployment. However, as with
all the trials of life, God can both help us through unemployment and use a period of
unemployment to strengthen our spiritual walk and draw us closer to Him.

What would you do if you were given two weeks' notice of a layoff tomorrow? Would
you be prepared? How would you cope? The first lesson: recognize it could happen to
you. Contrary to what some Christians teach, prosperity is not a guaranteed benefit
of being a Christian (I Sam.2:7-8); many in this world live their whole lives in
poverty. We are unrealistic if we think we are immune from the risk of
unemployment. If we can accept the possibility, it helps us in two ways.

First, we might scale back our lifestyle to be financially prepared for an interruption in
income. In the context of world poverty, this might well be an appropriate choice
anyway (1 Jn 3:17). Therefore, avoid excessive debt either for house purchase or
consumer credit; we simply do not need the biggest or the best, despite what the
advertisers tell us. Living well within our means will much better prepare us for a
period of financial scarcity brought on by unemployment.

The second benefit of being prepared is that we can more easily accept job loss and
take steps to look for another, instead of spending weeks in emotional trauma,
severely limiting the ability to market ourselves to others for employment. Bitterness
about unemployment is common. Studies have determined
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phases of the 'termination and re-employment process'. Anger, panic, and often
depression are followed by a resignation to the situation, leading to a building phase
looking toward new ventures and decisions. Our ability to accept the situation affects
our testimony and has a great deal to do with understanding the role work should play.
Satan takes something positive (employment) and turns it into an activity that can
consume us, take us away from the Lord and even affect the way we define ourselves.
The ranking of individuals according to what they do for a living is definitely not a good
thing (Jas.2:2-4), and a consequence is effective loss of identity if we lose our job!

When we find ourselves unemployed it is natural to ask, "Why?" Sometimes the
answer can be obvious - we lacked skills or did not apply ourselves, or we were too
dependent on our job and its status and not dependent enough on God. We can
progress and grow closer to God through a spell of unemployment in these cases.
However, there may not be a reason that makes sense to us. We must then resist the
urge to blame ourselves. Rather, we should make the best of the opportunity presented
by that period of unemployment and grasp opportunities to do good in our local
assembly or neighbourhood.

As time progresses, unemployment generally brings financial hardship. The Lord's
disciples weren't to worry about the necessities of life (Lk.12:22,23). They (and we)
are assured of God's goodness in the supply of such things (Lk.12:29-31). The
reality of God's promises is ours to cling to as we have opportunity to be lights in the
world (Phil.2:15). They are shown to be true indeed; God will provide for our every
need. That provision often comes from unexpected sources. It's sometimes awkward to
accept help offered because of embarrassment or pride. However, brothers and sisters
are to provide for one another's needs as they are able (1 Jn 3:17). The church in
Philippi was commended for such help (Phil.4:14-20). When offers of assistance are
given, in whatever form, praise God for his unfailing promise of provision.

Be sensitive toward the unemployed, who are reminded daily about their
unemployment as others go to work. Let them share their concerns and offer to pray
with them - it's an example of fellowship to know that you've taken time to meet with
them, and pray with them! It is uplifting for the struggling one to know of your love
and practical care (1 Cor.12:26) toward them and those closely affected such as a
spouse or other family members. It's also such a happy time when finally we are able
to rejoice together at the end of the ordeal.
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Focus

North Atlantic Winds of
Change

George Prasher, Manchester, England

Last March an impasse was reached in the United Nations Security Council over
allowing more time for weapons inspectors to investigate whether Iraq possessed
weapons of mass destruction.

Significantly the New York Times then commented: "The Atlantic Alliance is more
deeply riven than at any time since its creation half a century ago.' Throughout those
fifty years the United States has been the dominant partner in that Alliance, with
immense benefits to a devastated Europe following the ravages of World War II, and
on-going protection throughout the period of the 'Cold War' with Russia. However,
in recent years some European countries have become increasingly restless about their
subordinate role within the Alliance and the degree of American influence in Europe.

In May 2003 this attitude was reflected in a meeting organized in Brussels by the four
EU countries most opposed to the Iraq war - France, Germany, Luxembourg and
Belgium.

They announced their intention to create a headquarters for a non-NATO European
military force. Spain, Britain and other countries that backed America over the Iraq
war were not invited to the meeting. An idea initiated by only four of the fifteen
countries which at present comprise the European Union may not find enough support
to implement this plan. Yet it may well prove to be a straw in a wind of change which
will gather strength in the near future.

Probably of more immediate significance is the European Convention, with one
hundred and five representatives from all fifteen states of the EU. Since
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February 2002 this Convention has been holding discussions in Brussels under the
chairmanship of former French President Giscard d'Estaing. They are seeking to
draw up a draft constitution for European union to replace a patchwork of previous
agreements such as the Treaty of Rome (1957) and the Maastricht Treaty (1991). This
is in anticipation of the enlargement of the European Union in Year 2004 by ten
additional countries, including Poland, Latvia, Estonia and the Czech Republic. The
Convention's proposals will of course have to be approved by the present fifteen
member states. Modifications may have to be conceded, but the trend towards an
increasingly federal type of union is unmistakeable.

From a scriptural viewpoint this trend is indeed fascinating. About ninety years ago
the well known Bible student and expositor W.E. Vine published a small book
entitled "The Roman Empire in Prophecy'. He outlined scriptural reasons in support of
the view that at the close of the present age of grace there will emerge a dominant world
power comprising nations in the general area of the ancient Roman Empire. The
relevant prophetic scriptures are familiar to many of our readership, but three
examples may be helpful by way of reminder:

¢ Dan.7:23,24. Assuming that the fourth beast of this vision represents the ancient
Roman Empire, it will be out of this kingdom that one will arise whose character
and actions so clearly answer to the supreme world ruler at the time of the end
(compare 2 Thess.2:3,4 and Rev.13:4-8).

¢ Dan.8:9 indicates that this same sinister character will arise out of one of the four
kingdoms into which Alexander the Great's empire was divided after his death. The
Roman Empire absorbed each of those four kingdoms, so the ruler represented by the
'little horn' in verse 9 will arise from within that Empire.

¢ Dan.9:26. The people that destroyed the city (Jerusalem) and the sanctuary (the
Temple) were the Romans, so 'the prince that shall come' must belong to a future
power answering to that ancient empire.

Mr. Vine's treatment of this subject was wisely tentative and of course related to the
international scene at the time of World War 1. He wrote: 'Any forecast of the exact
delineations of the ten kingdoms constituting the reconstructed Empire must
necessarily be conjectural. That their aggregate area will precisely conform to the
ancient Roman Empire does not necessarily follow from the fact of its revival. ... That
the Scripture will be absolutely fulfilled is beyond doubt; the exact mode of its
accomplishment is known to God.' Two World Wars and the Cold War farther on,
we can today see so much more clearly the potential for a European-based power
from which world control will be achieved by the man of sin at the time of the end.
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Without Blemish and
Without Spot

David Hyland, Middlesbrough, England

Those who live in close communion with God are deeply conscious of personal sin.

The believer enjoying fellowship with God is aware of having inherited a fallen
nature. Paul realized that there was conflict raging in the arena of his mind - the flesh
lusting against the Spirit. The tension was so great at times that Paul cried out, O
wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death? (Rom.7:24).
For God's children, full deliverance will come when the Lord returns. All believers will
then be released from the presence and effects of sin. In the meantime the power of the
Spirit of God is available to those who desire to overcome the dominion of sin in their
lives.

A unique life

The Lord was unique among men. Throughout His life on earth there was no trace of sin.
There was therefore no guilt of which to be conscious; no need to request the
forgiveness of either His Father God or men and women. He had no occasion to retract
a word or regret an action. All the days He lived, there being over 22,000 of them, He
never touched a lower level than absolute spiritual and moral perfection. Not only were
there no sins of commission, there were no sins of omission. He fervently loved
righteousness and hated lawlessness (Heb.1:9).

A necessary prelude to His sinless life was His virgin birth. Mary of Nazareth was the
chosen vessel for the incarnation of the Son of God. Mary was not sinless; she was
assured by an angel at the commencement of her pregnancy: "The Holy Spirit will
come upon you, and the power of the Highest will overshadow you;
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therefore, also, that Holy One who is to be born will be called the Son of God"
(Lk.1:35). Through His conception by the agency of the Holy Spirit and His birth of the
virgin, the Lord was without any taint of the sinful nature, which without exception,
has passed down to all who are born of the will of the flesh.

The Lord passed through childhood and what, for many, are the turbulent teenage
years without a sinful thought. At the commencement of His public ministry, John the
Baptist described him as, "the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!" (Jn
1:29). The Passover lamb and the sacrifices of the flock and herd were to be, so far as
the human eye could see, without spot or blemish. But the Lamb of God was
subjected to the searching scrutiny of His God and Father who declared, "This is My
beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased” (Matt.3:17). Only God's sinless Son and
righteous Servant was worthy of the Father's complete approbation.

The Lord's great purpose in coming into the world was to make atonement for sin.
Only a perfect Man could be the sacrifice for others' transgressions. We should
exercise great care in reading and expounding Rom.8:3 where, under the guidance of
the Holy Spirit, Paul wrote of God ... sending His own Son in the likeness of sinful
flesh. Paul did not say 'in sinful flesh', because the flesh of Christ was absolutely
sinless; nor did he say 'in the likeness of flesh', because the flesh of Christ was real. He
did say, in the likeness of sinful flesh.

A threefold cord

Scripture records the testimony of three apostles to the sinlessness of Christ. Two of
them companied with Him during His public ministry and observed Him at close
range. Peter, the man of action, echoing the words of Isa.53:9, wrote about his Lord:
"Who committed no sin, nor was deceit found in His mouth" (1 Pet.2:22). The apostle
John, who had a special place of nearness to his Master, and was aware of the inner
beauties of His character, wrote: you know that He was manifested to take away our
sins, and in Him there is no sin (1 Jn 3:5). Paul wrote: God... made Him who knew no
sin to be sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God in Him (2
Cor.5:20,21). To be sin for us is interpreted as meaning 'made sin offering for us'.
Those who companied with Him were not the only persons to testify to His moral
uprightness and integrity. The Roman Governor Pontius Pilate was compelled to
concede: "I find no fault in this Man" (Lk.23:4). The centurion in charge at the
crucifixion exclaimed: "Certainly this was a righteous Man!" (Lk.23:47). During
His public ministry the Lord could challenge those who opposed Him: "Which of you
convicts Me of sin? " confident that they would be unable to dispute the challenge (Jn
8:46). Our Saviour is indeed a 'patient, spotless One'.

2003-82



The Patient Patriarch

2. Faith's Willing
Subjection

George Prasher, Manchester, England

Isaac's growth through boyhood to teens and young manhood must have fascinated his
father. For this was his only son by Sarah, uniquely marked out by God as the one who
would be heir with Abraham of God's promises, both regarding the land of Canaan
and the Seed in whom all the nations of the world would be blessed. God had
promised to establish His covenant with Isaac for an everlasting covenant for his seed
after him (Gen.17:19).

Besides satisfaction with Isaac's physical growth and mental development, Abraham
must have found deep satisfaction in the lad's spiritual appreciation of God's covenant
promises. For the father would share with this son whom he loved the experiences he'd
known in walking with God from that first wonderful revelation of the divine glory in
Mesopotamia (Acts 7:2). Isaac would marvel as he learned about Ur of the Chaldees
and the call of God which led his father first to Haran and then to the land of
Canaan. Abraham would describe occasions when God had appeared to him, and
explain the importance of the covenant by which such outstanding blessings were
assured to his descendants.

With what result? The unfeigned faith which had developed in Abraham and Sarah
was imparted by God's Spirit to Isaac also.. So it was, centuries later, with Lois,
Eunice and Timothy (2 Tim.1:5) and so it may continue to be as parents and others
patiently impart to young people the treasures of divine revelation in Scripture - a
reality of immense
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encouragement to God-fearing people of all generations.

That Isaac's personal faith had developed remarkably seems implicit in the young man's
admirable submissiveness when his father was told by God to offer him as a burnt offering
on Mount Moriah. We say 'young man' advisedly. For although Isaac is described as 'the
lad' in Gen.22:12, we are not told his exact age, and he may well have been in his late
teens or early twenties. The Hebrew word 'naar' is used of Benjamin at the time he was
taken to Egypt with his brothers in response to Joseph's demand: he was then probably
about twenty-two. Points in the narrative of Isaac's journey to Mount Moriah with his
father are also significant. From Beersheba to Moriah was about fifty miles, an arduous
undertaking for a small boy in travel conditions of that time. Then, it was on Isaac that his
father laid the heavy load of wood for the burnt offering; this must be carried up to the
place of sacrifice, a task demanding considerable strength.

May we reasonably assume, then, that Isaac was at least in his late teens as the two of them
went together to the place of which God had told Abraham? Isaac's question, "Look, the
fire and the wood, but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?" showed that he was
familiar with sacrificial procedure. His father was a man of 'tent and altar', on pilgrimage
in fellowship with God. From earliest days, Isaac had learned the need for the blood on the
altar to make possible communion with God. Abraham now replied with sensitive care to
Isaac's question as to the immediate offering. At the same time his response had deep
prophetic significance in relation to divine provision of the Lamb of God who would one
day take away the sin of the world: "My son, God will provide for Himself the lamb for a
burnt offering."

The inspired narrative in Gen.22 gives no detail of how Abraham finally disclosed to
Isaac that it was he who was to be the sacrifice; simply that he bound Isaac his son and
laid him on the altar, upon the wood. Remembering that Abraham was an elderly man,
about one-hundred-and-twenty, it seems clear in view of Isaac's youthful strength that he
must have cooperated submissively to being bound; that he must in faith have accepted
God's will, sharing Abraham's assurance that God was able to raise him up, even from the
dead (Heb.11:19). How rich this type of our Lord Jesus Christ, who was obedient to His
Father, even unto death, yes, the death of the cross!

For ourselves, the example of Isaac's submission to God's will bears home to our hearts
the first importance of trusting Him, whatever the cost. As He said to the disciples, "If
anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily, and
follow Me. For whoever desires to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for
My sake will save it" (Lk.9:23,24).

2003-84



Old Testament Insights into Prayer

8. Prayers of the Suffering
Messiah

Alan Toms, Hamilton, Canada

One of our own poets has written:
The words that He spake, the deeds that He wrought,
In the Gospels the record stands,
But His innermost grief, and His innermost thought
Are only made known in the Psalms.
(J. Mawhinney)

Recognizing the truth of these words we turn to some of the Messianic psalms to
reflect on the thoughts and prayers of the Saviour's heart as He undertook the great
work of our redemption. We begin:

When He came into the world

Ps.40:5-8 express the thoughts of the Lord Jesus as well as of David, as Heb.10:5
makes clear. There is an interesting variation between the two scriptures. The writer to
the Hebrews was guided by the Holy Spirit to quote from the Septuagint, which is the
Greek translation of the Old Testament. In the Septuagint 'A body You have
prepared for Me' is substituted for "My ears You have opened' in the Hebrew text of
the Psalm. In his Expository Dictionary, W.E. Vine comments helpfully that the thought
in both scriptures is of preparation for obedience. The opened ear to receive the
Father's word and His holy body through which that word was to be obeyed are thus
linked together, Therefore, when He came into the world, He said:"... 'Behold, [
have come - In the volume of the book it is written of Me - To do Your will, O God.""
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We are on sacred ground, listening in to the Son's most intimate communion with His
Father. He knew so well that the sacrifices and offerings of the old covenant could
never take away sin. God had ordained them as a temporary measure, but He had no
pleasure in them, For it is not possible that the blood of bulls and goats could take
away sins (Heb.10:4). Therefore, when He came into the world, He said:"... 'Behold 1
have come..."". He came to do what the blood of bulls and goats could never do. In the
wonderful purpose of God it pointed forward to the one great sacrifice for sins for
ever, and in that the Father found infinite pleasure. The Son found pleasure in it too,
for in the volume of the book it was written of Him that He delighted to do the Father's
will; not merely that He bowed to it, but He delighted in it.

This was not the first time, of course, that They had communed together about the
redemption of the human race. In the eternal counsels of deity, before the volume of
the book was written, or ever earth's foundations were laid, the three Persons of the
Godhead had decreed in their determined counsel and foreknowledge that the Son
should give Himself to become the sin-bearer through the offering of His body once
for all. This He had now come to do. The body prepared became the body offered in
sacrifice, and again the psalms come to our help in understanding something of what it
cost Him

As He hung upon the cross

Ps.22 is clearly recognized as a psalm of the cross. Eleven times the gospel writers
either quote directly from it or refer to statements in it. His physical suffering at the
hands of cruel men is plainly foretold; the excruciating pain through suspension on a
cross by pierced hands and feet, bones wrenched out of joint, thirst so intense that His
tongue cleaved to His jaws. It is all there in the psalm including the mental anguish as
priests and elders hurled their cruel jibes at Him, shooting out their lips and shaking
their heads in derision as they mocked His trust in God.

It is remarkable how much of David's own experience is used by the Holy Spirit to
reveal the intensity of the Lord's sufferings. But the psalm takes us beyond David's
experience to suffering which could only have been true of the Lord Jesus. It seems as
though His holy mind was going over the words of this very psalm as He hung upon
the tree. David was one of the nation's fathers who were never forsaken when they
called on God in times of distress. But [ am a worm, and no man; He cried, 4
reproach of men, and despised of the people. My God, My God, why have You forsaken
Me? As another of our poets has movingly expressed it,

Out from the darkness rings an awful cry,

The lonely, orphan cry of suffering love,
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That reached the very heart of God on high,
Yet brought no answer from the Throne above.
(Albert G. Jarvis)

Did His cry really reach His Father's heart? We believe it did, for God was in Christ the
scripture says, reconciling the world to Himself (2 Cor.5:19). He was a Man of sorrows
and acquainted with grief and throughout His sojourn on earth, bearing our griefs and
carrying our sorrows, His Father had ever been with Him. But there was no sorrow to be
compared with what He endured as He bore our sins in His own body on the tree (1
Pet.2:24). It was as the three hours of darkness drew to a close that His anguished cry rang
out,

"My God! My God! Why dost Thou Me forsake?"

Wrung from His soul by sorrow's deepest woe;

This is the sacrifice the Lord must make,

Here is the depth to which His soul must go. (A.G.J.)

Out of the depths I have cried to You, O LORD (Ps.130:1). In another psalm of the cross,
Ps.69, eight times quoted in the New Testament, He said, the reproaches of those who
reproach You have fallen on me (Ps.69:9) and the apostle Paul quotes these words in
Rom.15:3, attributing them to the Lord Jesus, to remind us that even Christ did not please
Himself. The strong crying and tears of Gethsemane's garden gave place to the groans of
Calvary's tree. Reproach has broken my heart, And I am full of heaviness, He said. From a
broken heart He cried,

Deliver me ...

Let me be delivered from those who hate me,

And out of the deep waters ...

Hear me, O LORD, for Your lovingkindness is good;

Turn to me according to the multitude of Your tender mercies (Ps.69:14,16).

Thank God, He was heard for His godly fear and the One who was able to deliver Him
from death (in the sense of 'out of it) raised Him by His mighty power and seated Him

High on heaven's throne

Thankfully and wonderfully these two psalms of the Cross, which tell so vividly and
poignantly of the sufferings of the Christ tell also of the glories that followed. With
wondering hearts we reflect on the glory and majesty of our Redeemer as He rose from the
grave and took His seat on high. David rejoiced in it as he wrote:

The LORD said to my Lord,

"Sit at My right hand

Till I make Your enemies Your footstool" (Ps.110:1).

2003-87



He shall be exalted and extolled and be very high, prophesied Isaiah (Isa.52:13). None
higher than He, for God has highly exalted Him and given Him the name which is above
every name (Phil.2:9). What a time that must have been in heaven!

Lift up your heads, O you gates!

And be lifted up, you everlasting doors!

And the King of glory shall come in (Ps.24:7).

Our poet captures something of its awesome grandeur:
All heaven waits the Blessed One to greet
As the eternal doors swing open wide,
Through which the Man with pierced hands and feet
Advances upward to His Father's side. (A.G.J.)

Ps.16 is another of David's choice psalms, which foretells an experience that passes far
beyond his own and can only speak of David's greater Son. Of it Peter said, in his
Pentecostal address, "David says concerning Him:

'l foresaw the LORD always before my face,

For He is at my right hand, that I may not be shaken.
Therefore my heart rejoiced, and my tongue was glad.'...

”

With such words of confidence in His heart and upon His lips our Lord Jesus went
forward to Calvary. For the joy that was set before Him [He] endured the cross, despising
the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God (Heb.12:2). He knew
so well that His body would not see corruption, but that it would rest in the tomb in the
sure hope of resurrection, and that His soul would visit Sheol to lead captivity captive,
escorting home to eternal glory all the faithful ones of Old Testament times who had
waited patiently for this glorious day. It's all there in this precious psalm, the resurrection
from the dead so plainly foretold that Peter and Paul both referred to it in their preaching
to prove the resurrection of the Christ, "that His soul was not left in Hades, nor did His
flesh see corruption” (Acts 2:31).

Firstborn from the dead (Col.1:18), the path of life was opened to Him by His Father as
He returned to the fullness of joy and pleasures for evermore which belong to the Father's
presence. Therefore my heart is glad, He said. Yes, and our hearts may well be glad also,
for He has gone in bringing many sons to glory. Christ the firstfruits, afterward those who
are Christ's at His coming (1 Cor.15:23). Rejoice, Christian, rejoice. Heaven's joy and
pleasures shall be ours also, because we are His. Our grateful hearts rise up in
thankfulness and praise to Him, for He has done this.
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Out of the Furnace

Gilbert Grierson, Knocknacloy, N.Ireland

In parts of Nigeria they still build a traditional bottle-shaped furnace, or kiln, fuelled
by wood to fire and finish large earthenware pots to be used for cooking and other
essential activities of daily life.

I remember many years ago heading into Stoke-on-Trent, centre of the 'Potteries'
industrial area in the English midlands. The road wound down through a suburb and
all around were the bottle kilns in use at that time, belching out flames and smoke. It
was dusk and it seemed like a setting for Dante's Inferno!

There was a furnace built long ago in what is now Iraq. King Nebuchadnezzar hadn't
ordered it to be fuelled for pots or bricks, but for three men: Shadrach, Meshach and
Abed-nego (Dan.3). They had disobeyed the king's decree to bow down to a false god
and in his anger he ordered them to be thrown into a blazing superheated fiery
furnace.

The men who threw them in themselves perished with the heat, but the three obedient
servants of God came out unscathed, with not a hair on their bodies singed! Their God
was indeed the great Deliverer, to whom one day every knee must bow, even the
knee of the king of Babylon. The furnace only served to glorify God.

As disciples of the Lord Jesus, sometimes there can be a fiery furnace in our
experience too. Peter, writing to believers in a largely hostile world, could say,
Beloved, do not think it strange concerning the fiery trial which is to try you (1
Pet.4:12).

If you are going through a 'fiery trial', a furnace experience, don't be afraid. Paul
wrote, Your life is hidden with Christ in God (Col.3:3) and nothing can touch it. The
fiery trial is testing the genuineness of your faith (1 Pet.1:7). It is making you into a
vessel fit for the Master's use (2 Tim.2:21).
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Focus

Tortuous Road to Peace

George Prasher, Manchester, England

On the so-called 'Road Map to Peace' the way ahead seemed so direct and
straightforward! In October 2002 this peace plan had been put to the Palestinians
and Israel jointly by the United Nations, the United States, the European Union and
Russia. It envisaged the formation of a Palestinian State within temporary borders
by December 2003, with the final territorial allocations agreed by 2004-5, and other
major issues also to be resolved by that date. Within three years the road plan was
intended to achieve the establishment of an 'independent, viable, sovereign
Palestinian State' alongside the nation of Israel.

So much for the theoretical plan. The reality is proving much more complex and
difficult to achieve. There have nevertheless been some significant developments.
Yielding to strong American pressure Yasser Arafat finally agreed to the
appointment of a Palestinian prime minister, Mahmoud Abbas, with whom
negotiations could be conducted. Ariel Sharon, the hard-line Israeli prime minister,
outraged many of his supporters and surprised the world by stating that 'to keep 3.5
million Palestinians under occupation is bad for Israel and bad for the Palestinians'.
Referring to the 'road plan' requirement that Israel should be prepared to relinquish
certain 'settlements' and withdraw from some of the territory they occupy at present,
Sharon lamented: 'there will be a parting from places that are connected with the whole
course of our history. As a Jew, this agonizes me.'

However, both sides have officially endorsed the 'Road Map for Middle-East peace', in
Israel's case subject to fourteen amendments which include 'a complete cessation
from terror'. The United States has said that it will address the demands but is not
prepared to amend the 'Map'. The high priority given to promoting this
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peace initiative was reflected in a personal visit to the Middle East by President George
W. Bush, who met with the Palestinian and Israeli prime ministers at the Red Sea port of
Aquaba. It seems that Mahmoud Abbas promised to use 'every means available' to end
Palestinian violence. Ariel Sharon said he would dismantle certain unauthorized
settlements. Bush assigned a team of permanent US officials to monitor and promote
progress. The indications were that the United States is prepared to put increasing pressure
on Israel in order to ensure implementation of the 'road map' plan.

The way ahead is littered with obstacles! Mahmoud Abbas has so far been unable to
control Palestinian terrorists who wish to sabotage the peace plan because they will be
satisfied with nothing less than the destruction of the Israel nation. Following the Aquaba
summit three extremist Palestinian groups - Hamas, Islamic Jihad and the al-Agsa suicide
brigade - denounced Abbas for his cooperative attitude, and declared their intention to
disrupt the plan by increased terrorism. They promptly then organized an attack by three
suicide volunteers in which four Israeli soldiers were killed.

The really difficult questions have of course yet to be addressed. To what extent will Israel
be willing to withdraw from the 'occupied territories'? What about the status of Jerusalem,
that 'burdensome stone' which will at the time of the end cause injury to all who burden
themselves with it (Zech.12:2,3)? On what scale will Israel tolerate the return of displaced
Arab refugees to their former locations in close proximity to Jewish territory? How far
will they be willing to meet demands for the release of Palestinian prisoners, many of
them with a record of terrorist associations? Tough negotiations will evidently be needed
to break through these and many other obstacles.

On His last journey from Jericho to Jerusalem, as the road led over the summit of Olivet,
the Lord Jesus had a panoramic view of the ancient city. He wept over it and said, "If you
had known ... the things that make for your peace! But now they are hidden from your
eyes..." (Lk.19:42). Those things are still hidden from Israel nationally, with tragic
consequences in the sufferings of the present conflict, both for Palestinians and Israelis.
It's our Christian responsibility to pray for God's merciful working so that there may be
brought about some respite through the present peace initiatives. Yet the prophetic Word
confirms that when they say, "Peace and safety!" then sudden destruction comes upon
them, as labor pains upon a pregnant woman. And they shall not escape (1 Thess.5:3).
Permanent peace will be assured only when

"The Redeemer will come to Zion,

and to those who turn from transgression in Jacob,"

Says the LORD (Isa.59:20; Rom.11:26,27).
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What Happens to the
Believer at Death?

Brian Fullarton, Bathgate, Scotland

1. An end to certain things

Dissociation from our earthly 'tent' (2 Pet.l:14). The apostle Peter was in no
doubt that his days of earthly sojourn and service were drawing to a conclusion
when he wrote his second letter to fellow-believers in the northern and western parts
of Asia Minor. The Lord Jesus had indicated to him many years before certain
changes in his physical faculties that would take place through the ageing process, as
well as events that would lead to his martyrdom (Jn 21:18,19). Nevertheless, while
he was still 'in the body' he would continue his ministry of encouragement before
finally laying aside his earthly body, which we all must do eventually unless the Lord
Jesus returns beforehand.

Dissolution of our 'earthly house' (2 Cor.5:1) A similar thought of the temporary
nature of our earthly existence is expressed here by the apostle Paul, but this time
we are taken a step further to be shown that though our present bodily habitation
will cease, yet God has prepared an eternal body for our dwelling beyond this present
scene, when the burden of the present mortal frame, awaiting something that is far
superior, shall be swallowed up of life that will never end (v.4). Paul uses a different
word from Peter to describe the separation of body from soul and spirit at death - it is
a 'letting go' of that in which we have lived in this world, for the eventual 'taking on' of
our eternal body.

Disintegration of our natural body (1 Cor.15:42,44) In speaking of the death and
burial of the present body
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and the later uprising of a new and different body for the believer, Paul has referred to
the process of death and life in the agricultural realm, where the sowing (‘dying') of a
seed that is merely a 'body' of bare grain results some time afterwards in the appearing
of a very different entity - wheat or whatever, dependent on the type of seed sown (1
Cor.15:37,38). In this way we are to understand that although our present body goes
back to dust, from which it came in the first place, it has been designed for earthly
living alone and has also been contaminated by sin; however, in the resurrection the
new body raised by the power of God will far excel in quality the present natural body
-it will be spiritual, suited to a different level of living in the life-hereafter, and
perfectly attuned to the will of God.

2. Transitions that take place
Falling asleep in Christ/through Jesus (1 Cor.15:18,20,51 and 1 Thess.4:13,14)

The two expressions reveal the sleep state of the believer's body at death, awaiting
the awakening call of the Saviour when He comes again (Jn 14:2,3). Paul has
argued his case for the certainty of the resurrection of the believer's body, and its
reuniting with the spirit and soul at Christ's coming, based upon the truth of Christ's
own rising from the dead. Without the one you cannot have the other; they are
interdependent. If Christ hadn't risen, believers who died would be eternally lost. But
His resurrection guarantees theirs. Two different prepositions are used, the first 'in'
(Gk. en) Christ, relating to their placing as believers as members of His body; the
second 'through' (Gk. dia) Jesus, referring to their privilege as beneficiaries of His
grace.

At home with the Lord (2 Cor.5:8)

This phrase equates with Phil.1:23 with (Gk. sun - indicating closeness) Christ, which is
said to be very far better. The departed believer enjoys a consciousness of the Lord's
presence, in the place where He is: it's His home, and therefore the believer's, too,
resting from labours here, and awaiting the Lord's return for His own.

Dead in Christ (1 Thess.4:16) (cp. Rev.14:13 - die in the Lord, a reference to future
martyrs for Christ during the Tribulation period: see also v. 12)

This is another description of believers who have left this life; in one of the most
stirring passages (w.13-17 of 1 Thess.4) concerning the resurrection of the saints.
Since those in the Church of God in Thessalonica were perplexed about what would
happen to those who had died, Paul launches into a step by step description of the
actual event of the Lord's return, with those who have died in Christ being in no way
disadvantaged; in point of fact they shall rise
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first to join living saints, then together with them be ushered into the presence of the
Lord in the air.

The body of the believer at death

¢ Its dishonour (1 Cor.15:43). At the burial of a body, any dignity associated with it in
life soon disappears through the process of corruption, it is without honour.

¢ lIts debility (1 Cor.15:43) is so very evident too, completely void of strength {sown in
weakness), an empty shell and nothing more.

¢ Its humiliation (Phil.3:21). The aspect of humiliation is necessarily linked with the
effect that sin has had on the human body in life, rendering it ultimately
subservient to the onslaught of death.

What will happen when the Lord Jesus returns to the air?

¢ We shall see Him (1 Jn 3:2) according to what John the apostle tells us. The
resurrected, glorified body of the believer will have been reunited with the spirit and
the soul, fitted perfectly for eternal living.

¢ We shall be like Him (1 Jn 3:2). At last taking on His lovely characteristics and traits
the believer will be a most suitable companion for His Lord and Master.

¢ We shall be with Him (1 Thess.4:17) for evermore. This is no mere
accompaniment; it is the reality of His presence and our constant proximity to Him in
eternity, as conveyed by the Greek preposition 'sun'. First of all, believers shall rise
together as one at His coming (again the same preposition in 'with them'), then as one
vast entity join the Lord to be led into the pleasures for evermore (Ps.16:11).

Ere long the dead in Christ shall rise,

And we with them shall mount the skies;

For when Christ comes, and our eyes see

Him as He is, we'll like Him be;

We give Thee thanks

(C.M. Luxmoore)

(Biblical quotations from the RV)
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The Patient Patriarch
3. Hope Deferred

George Prasher, Manchester, England

Some twenty years after the proof of faith on Mount Moriah, Isaac comes again into
the Genesis narrative. He was now approaching his fortieth birthday. Three years
earlier his mother Sarah had died, and Isaac deeply mourned her passing.

His ageing father Abraham felt a keen responsibility to ensure that a suitable wife
should be provided for Isaac. He realized that the daughters of the surrounding
Canaanite peoples had no knowledge of the true God. He would therefore send a
trusted servant to seek a bride for Isaac from among his kinsfolk in the
Mesopotamian city of Nahor. The first importance of a spiritually compatible wife was
clear to Abraham, a worthy example for God-fearing people in all generations.

The romantic story of Rebekah's warm response to her opportunity to become Isaac's
wife is beautifully told in Gen.24, and enshrines many truths of great spiritual interest.
However our present focus is on Isaac's willing submissiveness in a spirit of faith. In
this major issue of his life that same attitude obtained, as it had on Mount Moriah. He
was in harmony with his father's concern that priority be given to the spiritual
aspect of his marriage. He would surely have shared in prayerful concern that
Eliezer's mission would be divinely directed, that once again as on Mount Moriah
the Lord would provide. Nor was his faith misplaced! One evening as he meditated in
the field, 4e lifted his eyes and looked, and there, the camels were coming. His faith
was rewarded with a young woman of outstanding attractiveness (Gen.24:16;
Gen.26:7): and he took Rebekah and she became his wife, and he loved her. So
Isaac was

2003-95



comforted after his mother's death.

What deep satisfaction would lie in store for both Isaac and Rebekah during those early
days of married life! Until anxiety began to cloud their sky when months gave way to
years and still there was no sign of offspring from their union. Rebekah's natural longing
for a child would inevitably cause her sad frustration. Did Isaac recall his own parents'
quarter-century trial of faith as they awaited his promised birth? Would he seek to reassure
Rebekah as he recounted the promises of God to Abraham regarding his descendants
through Isaac, and remind her that, as with Sarah, so once more God would prove true to
His word?

Nineteen years ground on in disappointed hope. The inspired narrative records: Isaac
pleaded with the LORD for his wife, because she was barren; and the LORD granted his
plea, and Rebekah his wife conceived (Gen.25:21). Presumably that entreaty would be a
burden of Isaac's prayer during the years God chose to keep them waiting. To God a proof
of their faith most precious in His estimation: to them a spiritual discipline answering to
the remarkable process described in Rom.5:3-4: tribulation produces perseverance; and
perseverance, character;, and character, hope. Those trying years were used to develop
just such spiritual qualities in both Isaac and Rebekah. The flame of hope burned on, to
find ultimate realization when Rebekah's pregnancy was at last confirmed.

That Rebekah had matured spiritually over the years seems apparent from Gen.25:22. For
it was she who went to enquire of the LORD about the unborn twins struggling within her.
She was given the significant answer:

"Two nations are in your womb,

Two peoples shall be separated from your body;

One people shall be stronger than the other,

And the older shall serve the younger."”

As they awaited the birth of their twin boys Rebekah and Isaac would often ponder the
mystery of these words. How impressive to us also the confirmed historical outworking of
this divine oracle which was first imparted to Rebekah some four thousand years ago!

The wise Preacher wrote: Hope deferred makes the heart sick, but when the desire comes,
it is a tree of life (Prov.13:12). To Isaac and Rebekah the fulfilment of their longing would
be a tree of life indeed. Yet in the experience of some it has proved that similar desires,
implanted by our Creator and altogether according to His normal plan within marriage,
may nevertheless not be granted. Severe as such disappointment must always be, grace to
yield to His 'good and acceptable and perfect will' is available in all its fullness.
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Old Testament Insights into Prayer

9. Prayer Life of the 'Man
Greatly Beloved’

Mike Elliott, Manchester, England

A man greatly beloved

Three times (Dan.9:23; Dan.10:11 & Dan.10:19), Daniel is addressed as ‘greatly
beloved'. Without doubt, such a commendation reflected his life-long commitment
and discipline in prayer. As we consider the life of Daniel, we cannot fail to see how
his prayer life anticipates that of the Lord Jesus who each day committed His ways to
God as 'the learned' (Isa.50:4). The word 'learned' has the thought of one who is
taught as a disciple.

In addition to the three-fold commendation as the greatly beloved there are three
other Old Testament references to him in the book of Ezekiel where, in
Ezek.14:14,20, he is noted for his righteousness and in Ezek.28:3 for his wisdom.
These two attributes are seen in his outstanding life and prayer exercise.

Daniel had been born into the royal line of Judah and was of noble birth (Dan.1:3,6).
He lived at least until the third year of Cyrus, 536 BC (Dan.10:1), 69 years after he
was taken captive by Nebuchadnezzar in 605 BC. He must therefore have been only a
young man when the events in Daniel chapter 1 took place, perhaps in his early to late
teens.

Purpose of heart

Out of the many who were taken into captivity only four are mentioned by name:
Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah (Dan.1:6). Although Nebuchadnezzar made
abundant provision for all their needs, Daniel
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was soon demonstrating the absolute trust in his God that would direct his actions
life-long. He purposed in his heart that he would not defile himself with the portion
of the king's delicacies (Dan.1:8a). His overriding desire was to please God, no matter
what the cost, and this was to be an outstanding characteristic no matter what the
circumstances were throughout his long life. So it was that God brought Daniel into
the favour and goodwill of those he dealt with and his early stand was vindicated
when after the period of testing, Daniel and his friends were found to be far more
advanced than all their contemporaries in the matters on which a stand had been taken.

The second year of Nebuchadnezzar's reign proved to be a time of further challenge
for Daniel and his friends. How appropriate it is to recall the words of the apostle
Paul to the young man Timothy, continue in the things which you have learned ...
that the man of God may be complete, thoroughly equipped for every good work (2
Tim.3:14,17). Although far away from home and family, Daniel was sustained by the
Word and prayer. When the need arose Daniel was indeed equipped for every good
work. The king's dream (chapter 2) resulted in the exposure of the so-called wise
men of Babylon (Dan.2:14) and the exaltation of Daniel and his three friends. The
decree had already been issued by Nebuchadnezzar authorizing the execution of all
the wise men. Yet Daniel knew his God and boldly went in before the king to ask for
time that he might be able to give the king the interpretation. There is no sense of
panic in Daniel's request, but even at this early stage in his spiritual development a
deep sense of trust and knowledge of the God he served. How true are the words of
Dan.11:32, "... the people who know their God shall be strong, and carry out great
exploits.”

Fellowship in prayer

Although the Scripture teaches the importance of personal, private prayer (Matt.6:6),
fellowship in prayer exercise is also something to be encouraged. So it is that Daniel
shares his prayer burden with Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah, his companions, that
they might seek mercies from the God of heaven concerning this secret (Dan.2:17b,
18). We are not told how long they prayed, but the secret was revealed to Daniel in a
night vision, evidently the same night (Dan.2:19). Daniel's response is instructive, for
firstly he praises God for answered prayer and secondly he acknowledges God's
wisdom and might, evidenced in the revealing of the dream and its meaning to
Daniel.

How important to remind ourselves that, in times of need, we can individually and
collectively approach God in prayer for His guidance and direction in our lives. How
necessary also to remind ourselves of the importance of giving the praise and glory to
the One who delights to answer prayer.
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"I thank You and praise You, O God of my fathers;
You have given me wisdom and might,
And have now made known to me what we asked of You" (Dan.2:23).

Praying as was his custom

Practices established in early years are likely to become life-long exercises. So with
Daniel his early exercise in prayer became an integral part of his very busy life. The
incident that highlights Daniel's deep spiritual life is one of the best known and loved
in the Scriptures and occurs some 65 years after the events of Dan.2. Daniel is
therefore in his late 70s or even early 80s. The events surrounding what is commonly
known as 'Daniel in the Lions' Den' are recorded in Dan.6 and are well-known.
Darius the Mede (Dan.5:31) was deceived by his governors into signing a decree
which made him the sole object of worship for 30 days, for Daniel's critics knew
he was a man of integrity and, as far as Daniel was concerned, they would find no
charge against him unless it was concerning the law of his God (see Dan.6:5).
What a powerful testimony he had maintained even until old age! How true are
the words of Ps.92:12,14 The righteous ... shall still bear fruit in old age.

Darius signed the written decree. Daniel went home to pray. How poignant are the
words of Dan.6:10, Now when Daniel knew that the writing was signed, he went
home. And in his upper room, with his windows open toward Jerusalem, he knelt
down on his knees three times that day, and prayed and gave thanks before his God, as
was his custom since early days. There was no sense of fear or uncertainty: rather, the
outworking of the truth that

"the just shall live by faith,

But if anyone draws back,

My soul has no pleasure in him" (Heb.10:38).

The very day the decree was issued, Daniel prayed, as had been his custom since
early days. We are not told what the content of his prayer was, but we
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can be sure Daniel committed everything into God's hands for His guidance and
deliverance as God saw was best. Surely this is the essence of prayer, seeking to be
in the mind and will of God.

Darius tried frantically to save Daniel, but was held to the legal position by his satraps.
The ensuing night was one of restlessness for king Darius, but of total calm and safety
for Daniel. How plaintive were the words of the king the following morning, "Daniel,
servant of the living God, has your God, whom you serve continually, been able to
deliver you from lions?" Yes, indeed, "My God sent His angel and shut the lions'
mouths" (Dan.6:20,22). Heb.11:33 reminds us that, by faith, lions' mouths were
stopped. How powerfully an all-powerful God intervened in the affairs of men.
Nothing is too hard for Him (Jer.32:17, 27). God does intervene in the things of this
world. Three times Daniel tells us that the Most High rules in the kingdom of men
(Dan.4:17,25,32). Our responsibility, like Daniel, is to pray for kings and all who are in
authority, recognizing that God desires all men to be saved and to come fto the
knowledge of the truth (1 Tim.2:2,4). In pursuance of such teaching, many today
suffer persecution for the sake of the Lord, but how true are the words of the apostles,
"We ought to obey God rather than men" (Acts 5:29).

Request by prayer and supplications

As we come to chapter 9 we read of Daniel searching the Scriptures to gain
understanding of the seventy years' desolation of Jerusalem. Prayer must be made in
the will and purpose of God so, having read and understood, Daniel set his face toward
the Lord God to make request, by prayer and supplications, with fasting, sackcloth,
and ashes (Dan.9:3). Here is a remarkable prayer of intercession on behalf of God's
people. Daniel links himself directly into the prayer as he acknowledges God's
greatness (Dan.9:4) and the people's sin (Dan.9:5-8), pleads for forgiveness and mercy
(Dan.9:9) and acknowledging their disobedience to the revealed will of God
(Dan.9:10-16). He ends his prayer by pleading for God to grant blessing for His
name's sake. A marvellous answer was given to his prayer, for Gabriel was sent in
response to his supplication to reveal to Daniel God's future plans for His people.

"O Lord, hear! O Lord, forgive! O Lord, listen and act!” (Dan.9:19). As we have
briefly traced Daniel's example in prayer and his confidence in seeking the Lord's
blessing and guidance in our lives, we would do well to make these words our own:
'O Lord, hear, forgive, act!" We also live in difficult and perplexing times. Our God
is able. Are we, like Daniel, willing to be men and women of prayer?
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The Good Hand of our God

Ifiok Akpanim, Idua-Eket, Nigeria

Ezra, a descendant of Aaron through Eleazar, led a second group of the remnant who
returned to the land (Ezra 7:1-8:36) after the years of exile in Babylon. If we limit
ourselves to chapters seven and eight, we find the phrase 'the hand of the Lord' appears
six times, bearing various lessons that showcase God's abundant supply to His people.

Divine favour (Ezra 7:6)

The king granted him all his request, according to the hand of the LORD his God
upon him. God apportions favour to whoever His hand is with. The presence of the Lord
with Joseph was the cause of his being favoured by the prison keeper (Gen.39:21);
the boy Samuel found favour both with men and with the Lord because the Lord was
with him (1 Sam.2:26); the Lord was gracious to Israel because of His covenant (an
assurance of His presence) with Abraham. Ezra demanded from the king a decree
certifying the release of as many Jews as would want to return to Jerusalem. If our
desire is centred on the house of God - its development, maintenance and continuity -
how would there not be a divine favour granting us our request?

Divine direction (Ezra 7:9)

Ezra ... began his journey from Babylon ... to Jerusalem, according to the good hand
of his God upon him. The Lord had been, and is still, in the business of directing and
leading His people from 'Babylon' (Rev.18:4; see 2 Cor.6:14-18) and to 'Jerusalem'
the place of peace, compacted together and dedicated to God (Ps.122). What a
beautiful sight it is to see God direct His people away from the world full of fantasies
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and vanities - into the compacted house of God.
Divine strength (Ezra 7:28)

So I was strengthened (encouraged) as the hand of the LORD my God was upon me.
Divine strength is really needed in times of weakness. Ezra needed it to be able to gather
men from Israel to go up with him. We need it, too, to be able to gather others into the
house of God through our personal and collective witness (Jn 15:5). When weakness
threatens, waiting on the Lord (Ps.27:14; Isa.40:31) provides the necessary
condition for the 'hand of the Lord' to administer strength.

Divine provision (Ezra 8:18)

By the good hand of our God upon us, they brought us ... Nothing gladdens the mind
so much as being provided for by God Himself. Hagar was provided with water for
Ishmael by God (Gen.21:19); and God provided a ram as a substitute for Isaac
(Gen.22:13). God is still supplying the needs of His people (Phil.4:19). Ezra's assembly
at Ahava Canal lacked the presence and blessing of a Levite. The Lord provided
Sherebiah. In the house of God all the essential services must be provided for, and this
can only be done if we, Sherebiah-like, make ourselves available as those who are
useful for the Master, prepared for every good work (2 Tim.2:21).

Divine blessing (Ezra 8:22)

The hand of our God is upon all those for good who seek Him. We, for our part, are
encouraged to seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness and 'everyday'
blessings will be added. Ezra resolved to seek the law of the Lord and to do it, and to
teach it (Ezra 7:10). Jesus began both to do and to teach (Acts 1:1); the Psalmist
sought to keep the Law (Ps.119:34); and the apostle Paul exhorted us to do all that we
have both seen and heard from him (Phil.4:9). The reward remains the divine blessing
from the hand of the Lord.

Divine deliverance (Ezra 8:31)

And the hand of our God was upon us, and He delivered us. The Lord delivered Ezra
from the hand of his enemy; even as Ps.34:7 promised that the angel of the Lord would
encamp around and deliver God-fearing ones. We remember how God delivered Israel
from the Egyptians with His outstretched arm. Oh, that the outstretched arms of Jesus
on the cross should be seen by all to suffice for their total deliverance! Hear him out:
"I have overcome the world" (Jn 16:33).
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Focus

African Aspiration and
Anguish

George Prasher, Manchester, England

Two months ago world attention was briefly switched from the Middle East to the
African Continent when President George W. Bush undertook a five-day African tour,
touching down in Senegal, Botswana, South Africa, Uganda and Nigeria.

These points of call were chosen as countries where African initiative and self-help
were showing significant results in such areas as economic growth, control of
disease and promotion of democratic government. President Wade of Senegal
made the point in a welcoming speech: "Africans ask only for infrastructure and
equipment in order to work." President Mogae of Botswana said: "We use our
diamonds to educate people, provide health care, clean drinking water, roads and
housing." President Obasanjo of Nigeria struck a different, but vitally related, chord:
"There is a great need for moral and spiritual regeneration within our society,"
doubtless having in mind the corrosive effects of bribery and corruption.

On his part President Bush indicated America's desire to help solve the Continent's
problems. On arrival in Senegal, he said, "Where we see suffering, America will act.
Where we find the hungry, we will act." He had formerly initiated the Millennial
Challenge Account to reward nations that commit themselves to free trade and human
rights. He further proposed making available one billion dollars for education, food
aid, countering terrorism and famine relief; also $15 billion for the fight against
AIDS. If these proposals are in due course approved and implemented, they will
promote the worthy aspirations of many African countries. At the same time he
stressed the essential need for African self-help.

2003-103



The American presidential plane flew past many other sub-Saharan countries of
Africa, some of them torn with anguish through appalling inter-tribal wars. Notably in
Central Africa savage conflict has dragged on since 1977, notorious for its wholesale
massacres of rival groups. The troubles have involved Rwanda, Burundi, the
eastern provinces of the Democratic Republic of Congo (formerly Zaire) and western
Uganda. Including people who have died of starvation or disease as a result of the
fighting, it's conservatively estimated that about four million have perished.

Liberia too has known horrendous suffering. Charles Taylor violently gained the
Presidency in 1989, but within two years his supporters had split into murderous
factions, reducing the country to chaos. For five more years it was paralysed by
violence through which 200,000 Liberians lost their lives. Nearly half the population
fled into exile to escape the carnage. Taylor emerged the victor in 1996, but with a
reputation for extreme brutality, including the training of children as soldiers. He
tried to legitimize his position by holding elections in 1997, but armed rebellion has
since engulfed the country, so that two separate rebel groups between them control all
but the capital, Monrovia.

Because of America's historic links with Liberia, President Bush has been under
pressure to send American forces into the country to restore law and order and
maintain peace. American policy rather inclines towards helping to create a West
African peace-keeping force, with United Nations involvement in 'developing a
political solution'. The arrival of a small vanguard of Nigerian troops in July triggered
the hope that at last some relief was on the horizon.

For many years the gospel was broadcast to surrounding African countries from the
ELWA radio station near Monrovia. The acronym ELWA meant 'Eternal love
winning Africa’, an appealing, meaningful slogan! Sadly the project had to be
abandoned due to hostilities in the civil war. How ironic that the voice of life and
peace should be silenced by forces of death and destruction! Yet the message of
salvation will have found an abiding place in many believing hearts. Eternal hope
assured through faith in the Saviour will continue to be an anchor to all who have
received Him. Moreover, it is written:

The recompense of God will come, ...

And the ransomed of the L ORD will return, ...

With everlasting joy upon their heads.

They will find gladness and joy

And sorrow and sighing will flee away. (Isa.35:4,10 NASB)

When all earthly aspirations have served their purpose and faded into history, the
abiding spiritual values of divine salvation will bring glories against which the
anguish of present sufferings are not worthy to be compared (Rom.8:18).
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‘Those Things Which are
Revealed’

David Hyland, Middlesbrough, England

It was Moses who said, "The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but those things
which are revealed belong to us and to our children forever” (Deut.29:29). Christians
believe that God has taken the initiative in revealing Himself to men and women. It is a
matter of regret that in both East and West there is widespread interest in the hidden and
mysterious which has led to an explosion of interest in the occult. By contrast, there is in
the main neglect of what God has revealed. It was one of Job's friends who posed the
question, "Can you search out the deep things of God? Can you find out the limits of the
Almighty?" (Job 11:7). Men and women cannot search out the deep things of God. The
knowledge of God comes by divine revelation. Until the Creator discloses Himself, He is
inaccessible to His creatures. God has chosen by various means of revelation to illuminate
mankind's darkened understanding.

Many have questioned the possibility of a divine Self-revelation. Can human language be
a vehicle for the expression of thoughts which originate in the mind of Deity? This
supposed problem is of man's own making because doubting the possibility of divine
revelation is to imply a limit to the power of God. In His loving wisdom God can find
ways of revealing Himself and communicating His will. There are also those who dispute
that there is verbal or recorded revealed truth. They sometimes concede that God reveals
Himself in acts, but they go on to deny that Scripture is God's Self-revelation. Yet others
reason that the Bible is a record of man's understanding of the significance of the acts of
God. According to this
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view, the Bible is not revelation and does not have the authority of absolute truth.
Each generation, they would say, must make its own assessment of the worth of
Scripture. However, revelation cannot be reduced to a subjective experience; nor can
it be equated with our best insights.

Before the Fall there was no barrier to communication between Adam and Eve and their
Creator. The very environment in which they were placed bore eloquent testimony to
the Creator's power and wisdom, and even now creation still declares God's glory.
The witness to God's power and divinity by the things that are made is frequently
referred to in Scripture (Rom.1:20; Ps.19:1-6). But Adam also received a verbal
revelation which contained a loyalty test of obedience to his Creator. When Adam
disobeyed the command of God, sin intruded into his life and deeply affected his
relationship with God. Since the Fall, God's Self-revelation has in view man's
redemption and restoration to fellowship with Himself. In pursuit of this there were
men to whom God revealed Himself in a special way: Enoch communed and walked
with God, Abraham became the friend of God, God spoke with Moses face to face.
God revealed Himself through spoken word and visions to His servants the
prophets. They had authority to preface their messages with, thus says the LORD.
Amos was acutely aware of being a channel of divine revelation: Surely the LORD
God does nothing, unless He reveals His secret to His servants the prophets (Amos
3:7). There were occasions when the prophets realized that the full significance of
what they wrote would be revealed to future generations (1 Pet.1:10-12).

Since God's purposes in revelation are progressive, divine truth has not been
disclosed all at once. Revelation through the prophets was partial and intermittent,
but not defective at any point. It was moving towards a climax, But when the fullness
of the time had come, God sent forth His Son (Gal.4:4). God's purposes in revelation
reach finality in the Word Incarnate, the only-begotten Son of God who has revealed
and declared the Father. The Person and work of Christ and apostolic testimony to
Him in the New Testament are God's final words to men and women.

Divinely disclosed truth demands a response. The reception of a divine revelation
makes men and women accountable, for increased light brings increased
responsibility. Divine enlightenment places obligations on its recipients. When the
prophet Micah was revealing God's will to His people he made it clear that God
requires a response,

What does the LORD require of you

But to do justly,

To love mercy,

And to walk humbly with your God? (Mic.6:8).
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The Patient Patriarch

4. Through Famine,
Fear and Friction

George Prasher, Manchester, England

Gen.26 reveals a phase of Isaac's experience when his faith was tried through a
succession of difficult problems. First came a famine in the land, prompting his move
westwards to Gerar in the territory of Abimelech, king of the Philistines.

Graciously the Lord appeared to Isaac there (Gen.26:2). How typical of God's timely
thought for those who put their trust in Him, to draw near with reassuring promise just
when the heat of trial becomes intense! This is God's first recorded appearance to
Isaac personally. Isaac was directed not to go down into Egypt to escape the famine,
but to remain in this land, for those lands in which he was a sojourner would be given
to his descendants, in whom also all the nations of the earth would be blessed
(Gen.26:3-5).

Despite these assurances, Isaac fell victim to fears that Rebekah's beauty might attract
the envy of unscrupulous Philistines, who would kill him to secure her. This fear led
Isaac to say to the men of the place that Rebekah was his sister. When this deception
was discovered Abimelech protested to Isaac about it; he nevertheless then forbade
any of his people to molest Isaac or Rebekah on pain of death. Scripture faithfully
records the weaknesses of God's servants, as well as their strengths. How readily we
can identify with the weaknesses! The record is there for our learning (Rom.15:4).
That Abraham twice failed in similar circumstances underlines the need for
constant vigilance in case inconsistent behaviour should bring into disrepute the
honourable Name by which we are
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The Patient Patriarch

called (Jas.2:7 RV).

Isaac prospered greatly. He sowed in that land, reaping a hundredfold through God's
blessing. So the Philistines envied him (verse 14). They also feared his increasing power:
"Go away from us," they said, "for you are much mightier than we." Isaac complied,
moving to the Valley of Gerar. Now the Philistines had stopped up all the wells which his
father's servants had dug in the days of Abraham his father, and they had filled them with
earth (verse 15). Isaac began to have them opened up again, calling them by the names
Abraham had called them. In the Valley of Gerar also his servants found a well of running
water, but the local herdsmen claimed it was theirs; so he called it 'Esek', meaning
'Quarrel'. Similarly, he withdrew from a second well, calling it 'Sitnah’', meaning 'Enmity".
A third well was not contested, and Isaac called it '/Rehoboth, meaning 'Broad Places', and
said, "For now the LORD has made room for us, and we shall be fruitful in the land."”

Isaac's attitude in the face of this hostility reflects the spirit enjoined on us as disciples of
the Lord Jesus Christ. If it is possible, as much as depends on you, live peaceably with all
men. Beloved, do not avenge yourselves, but rather give place to wrath; for it is written,
"Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,” says the Lord. (Rom.12:18,19). God did indeed repay
Isaac for the loss of the wells he'd, conceded to the herdsmen of Gerar. Ample space was
provided for his flocks and herds at Rehoboth. When he moved on to Beersheba digging
began at another site, which soon afterwards yielded yet more water. God's
compensations so often come in generous measure, pressed down, shaken together, and
running over (Lk.6:38,).

The same night that Isaac arrived at Beersheba the Lord again appeared to Isaac and said,
"I am the God of your father Abraham, do not fear, for I am with you. I will bless you and
multiply your descendants for My servant Abraham's sake" (verse 24); once again Isaac
was given special divine encouragement to meet the need of the hour. Through famine,
fears and disputes he was following Abraham's footsteps: who by faith ... dwelt in the land
of promise as in a foreign country, dwelling in tents with Isaac and Jacob, the heirs with
him of the same promise (Heb.11:9). Such exemplary faith is set before us for our
imitation. As we too inevitably encounter a range of problems on our heavenward way, let
us cope with them by faith, regarding them as challenges through which God will be the
more glorified in our pilgrimage with Him.
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Old Testament Insights into Prayer
10. Unanswered Prayer

Bill McCubbin, Dulwich, England

The Lord Jesus spoke to His disciples about prayer on several occasions. He outlined
how our prayers ought to be constructed and presented to His Father. He spoke
about agreeing with one another in relation to our prayer burden, about asking in His
name and also about praying in faith. Then He made a statement which has raised the
expectations of disciples in every age: "Whatever things you ask in prayer, believing,
you will receive” (Matt.21:22).

That phrase you will receive seems at first glance to be a statement of absolute fact, yet
all believers in every age have had the experience of earnest prayers being offered in
faith and with the very best of motives - and yet appearing to be unanswered. We are
left with the question, "Why should this happen?"

It may be worth considering the comprehensive phrase ‘whatever things you ask'. This
cannot include a great deal that might not be for our good, and in fact that might harm
us either physically or spiritually. The only One who can make an accurate
judgement on these things is our Father, God.

This is partly due to the fact that when we pray, we pray from a position of very
limited knowledge about the situation in which we are involved, and in addition, we pray
from sinful hearts. Our prayers are personal, summarizing what we personally want
and are motivated by our own feelings and desires. From God's perspective, our
prayers must sometimes seem quite petty and unfocused. They may even, at times, be
in conflict with His divine purposes for us. The phrase has been used of God that 'He is
too wise to err,
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too good to be unkind'. This puts the problem of (seemingly) unanswered prayer into
perspective, and we recall that it is said of him:

... 4s for God, His way is perfect,

The word of the LORD is proven (Ps.18:30).

So that when God fails to answer our prayers in the way we want, it is wholly from a
stance of knowing what is for our good, and because of His unfailing love for us,
working to bring about our greatest blessing.

The problem of 'unanswered prayer' is one that became evident early in the history of
mankind and we have several examples given in the Bible for our instruction. For
instance, King David records several times over in the Psalms, his feeling that God was
not responding in the exact way that he felt He ought. David uses the phrase several
times over in various psalms, O LORD - how long? This phrase gives an interesting
insight into his thinking in that he is focusing on the time it will take for God's
purposes to match his premature desires. This prayer does not suggest lack of faith,
quite the contrary, for in one psalm where he used this phrase (Ps.6) he qualified it
with a strong declaration of faith:

The LORD has heard my supplication;

The LORD will receive my prayer.

At that point, David evidently had to learn that not only is God's way perfect, but so is
His timing.

In Ps.38 he acknowledges that there is good reason for God to ignore him and to refuse
to hear his prayer. He confesses his sins before God, and the history of his life
recorded elsewhere in Scripture demonstrates that there were times when this was
highly appropriate. He says,

My iniquities have gone over my head;

Like a heavy burden they are too heavy for me.

Yet even in this low spiritual state, he seizes on a
fact of which he is totally convinced and says,

In You, O LORD, I hope;

You will hear, O Lord my God.

When that is grasped, doubt and fear are instantly

removed, and the way is opened up for him to cry to

God for deliverance and help in Ps.38:21,22 where he cries out to God,
Do not forsake me, O LORD;

O my God, be not far from me!
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Make haste to help me, O Lord, my salvation!

This experience in turn leads David into a broader experience and understanding of
God, and he arrives at a state of heart which allows him to pray,

Teach me to do Your will,

For You are my God;

Your Spirit is good.

Lead me in the land of uprightness (Ps.143:10).

David encapsulated here the essence of understanding the problem of seemingly
unanswered prayer, which lies in being taught by God the secret of His perfect will and
led by God into complete submission to it. This is a lesson those who pray have to
learn right to the present day.

In Ps.88 we have the Song of Heman the Ezrahite. Possibly he was the Heman who
was noted for his wisdom (1 Kgs.4:31) or Heman who was engaged in the service
of the house of God (1 Chron.6:48). They may even have been the same man. He
found himself going through an experience of unparalleled bitterness. He was
surrounded with death, weakness, troubles, affliction, the wrath of God, loneliness,
and mourning. Few can have suffered in the way he did. He felt forgotten and
abandoned. However, there is an important 'but' contained in the middle of the Psalm,
for he says,

But to You I have cried out, O LORD,

And in the morning my prayer comes before You (Ps.88:13).

This has actually been in his mind from the start, for he introduces his lament with the
words,

O LORD, God of my salvation,

1 have cried out day and night before You.

Those who know God as saviour, know him as guardian and guide.

Perhaps the reason for unanswered prayer is that God is waiting for us to have this
experience with Him and to pray with this degree of earnestness.

Others, too, went through similar experiences. In Ps.42 and Ps.43, where we have
songs of the Sons of Korah recorded, the writer finds himself going through an
experience which, some might say, is the worst that can happen to a believer. It is the
feeling of abandonment by God. The Bible reassures, of course, with promises like,
"I will never leave you nor forsake you", and faith lays hold on that. However, the evil
one and his henchmen are at hand to point out that indeed - they continually say to me,
"Where is your God?" (Ps.42:3), and again - they say to me all day long, "Where is
your
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God?" (Ps.42:10). In addition, the writer himself calls out to God saying - 7 will say to
God my Rock, "Why have You forgotten me?" (Ps.42:9).

There is, however, one benefit in this situation, and it might be supposed that it is part of
God's purpose in allowing it to happen. Often our prayers are formal and repetitive.
Not so here. This man speaks of tears, and of his soul thirsting for God. He speaks of
his soul being cast down and disquieted - in great commotion - in him. Then he does
what we all have to do from time to time, and he pours out his soul to God in earnest
(Ps.42:4). He is enabled to do this, because he knows deep within his being what his
God is like, and he uses language such as lovingkindness (Ps.42:8) and strength
(Ps.43:2). He associates values such as light and truth and holiness and joy with
this same God (Ps.43:3,4). He remembers that the living God (Ps.42:2) is the God of
my life (Ps.42:8). Thoughts such as these cause him to cry out,

Why are you cast down, O my soul?

And why are you disquieted within me?

Hope in God;

For I shall yet praise Him,

The help of my countenance and my God (Ps.42:11).

In Ps.123 - one of the Songs of Ascents - there is a little key word that has already been
alluded to. It is found in verse 2 and is the word until. What goes before and what
follows hinges on that word. Until God exercises his mercy, the writer of this Psalm is
content to look to Him and to wait for Him. That is both right and appropriate, for as
the first verse indicates, this is the God who dwell[s] in the heavens. All power and
authority are vested in Him. The believer, conscious of the danger of the pathway and
of his own sinful nature still looks to God for help and his watchwords are found in
verse 2. They are 'wait - until' (KJV). These might be adopted by us today in the light of
the soon returning Lord Jesus Christ.
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Useful

Gilbert Grierson, Knocknacloy, N. Ireland

Sometimes, when I am working on the potter's wheel, the pot on which I'm busy
develops a fault and I know it's not going to turn out in the way I intended. In a
moment of haste I am ready to consign it to the waste heap. But sometimes, after
reflection, I have continued working with it and after some changes, have been able to
rescue it after all. I have a pot on the finished shelf right now that was near to being
rejected, but is now ready for some use.

'Profitable' was such a man! He had seemed worthless when he ran away from his
master and ended up in Rome. But God, the Master-Potter had His eye on Onesimus
(for that's who he was - see Paul's letter to Philemon), and 'profitable' or 'useful’ is the
meaning of his name. Paul, in his letter to his dear friend, writes, concerning
Onesimus the run-away slave, Formerly he was useless to you, but now he has become
useful both to you and to me (Philn.1:11), a word-play on the slave's name. Saved
through the witness of the apostle Paul in prison in Rome, set aside (sanctified)
through faith in the Lord Jesus, Onesimus had a new lease of life, and a new purpose
to fulfil in the great plan of things.

Let us learn the lesson. Some whom we would be ready to give up on, who would seem
to have no useful future in the things of God, whom we would be ready to cast aside
as useless, thinking that they are not in the category God would look for, may only
need a bit of time and attention to make them useful disciples serving God in His
house. With loving care and prayer and diligent teaching, the hand of God can do
wonders and one who seemed destined to the rubbish heap can go on to serve to the
glory of God, fulfilling some useful task as did Onesimus, the one who became
'USEFUL"

Biblical quotation from the NIV
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Focus

Homosexuality's
Heightened Profile

George Prasher, Manchester, England

Over recent years there has been a steady trend in many nations of the Western world
towards toleration of homosexual minorities, and recognition of their claims to social
rights. Taking advantage of this more favourable climate these minorities have
become more vocal and demanding in pressing their claims.

This has had its political repercussions, democratically reflecting the groundswell of
changing public attitudes. Hence such proposals as lowering the age of gay consent,
allowing gays to adopt children, legalizing marriages between same-sex partners, and
giving them the same pension rights as heterosexual married couples.

A landmark decision by the United States Supreme Court this summer overturned a
Texan State law outlawing gay sex. In effect this decriminalized homosexuality in the
United States. A professor of constitutional law at Yale University commented: "The
court legitimised and endorsed a cultural consensus". In her written opinion on the
case, Justice Sandra O'Connor made the point that 'diversity is essential to the dream
of one nation'. Justice Anthony Kennedy said that homosexuals are entitled to dignity
and respect for their private lives. Such considerations underlie the thinking of what
has been described as 'the vast sensible centre of American polities'.

Pressures resulting from this secular trend have had repercussions also in the religious
scene. The Roman Catholic Church has recognized the implications of the secular
cultural drift. Three months ago the Vatican reinforced its known concern by issuing a
Document denouncing same-sex relationships as 'deviant'. It called for gay marriage
laws to be blocked, describing legal
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provision of such rights for cohabiting homosexuals as 'legislation of evil'. This was
seen as a warning to Catholics generally that their Church regarded it as 'gravely
immoral' to vote in favour of these innovations. The reaction of the liberal secular press
was predictably dismissive. As one UK columnist wrote: 'The whole tone of it [the RC
Document] is hopelessly out of step with contemporary morals'. Another stressed
the view that 'at some point the Vatican will have to accept that the faithful aren't
really listening to it on this issue, as is already the case with contraception'. Yet another
commented: 'if the Church is going to have any real future, it will have to be in tandem
with the future of the wider society'.

The Anglican Church has this year grappled with two serious crises over the
appointment of gay men as bishops. First in England when the Bishop of Oxford
appointed a gay, but celibate, canon as Bishop of Reading. Intense pressure by
English Evangelicals, and threat of severance from the Anglican Communion by the
Nigerian Archbishop, finally influenced Dr. John to withdraw his acceptance of the
bishopric. This was closely followed by controversy in Minneapolis, USA, where
American Episcopalian bishops voted Gene Robinson into office - the first actively gay
person to be elected as an Episcopal Bishop. Members of the conservative American
Anglican Council immediately protested that they regarded the election as 'invalid, null
and void', and the vote as 'a shattering of the Episcopal Church as we know it'. There
followed an announcement by the Archbishop of Canterbury, calling for a meeting of
the thirty-eight Anglican primates from around the world to consider the action of
the American Episcopalians - a very exceptional measure, reflecting the
seriousness of the crisis.

Believers in the plenary inspiration of the Bible find it hard to see how its message
could be misunderstood on this subject. Homosexuality is clearly stated to be sinful in
God's sight (e.g. Rom.1:26,27). Theological arguments to the contrary seem to distort
Scripture rather than elucidate it. There were Christian disciples in New Testament
churches of God who had been practising homosexuals. But, wrote the apostle Paul,
you were washed, but you were sanctified, but you were justified in the Name of the
Lord Jesus and by the Spirit of our God (see 1 Cor.6:9-11). Wonderfully the gospel
of God's grace is offered to people just as they are. This should be reflected in the
Christian's attitude to homosexuals; not judgemental animosity, but concerned desire
for their liberation through the saving power of the Lord Jesus Christ. Yet always
remembering the caution of Jude verses 22,23: And on some have mercy, who are in
doubt; and some save, snatching them out of the fire; and on some have mercy with fear;
hating even the garment spotted by the flesh. (RV)
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Possible or Impossible?

Malcolm Macdonald, Wishaw, Scotland

"My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but as
you will" (Matt.26:39).

"My Father, if it is not possible for this cup to be taken away ... may your will be done"
(Matt.26.42).

In Old Testament days

At the time of the building of the tower of Babel and its associated city, the Lord said,
"...nothing they plan to do will be impossible for them..."” This was man attempting to
make his own way up to 'the heavens'. In confusing their universal language the Lord
brought about the scattering of mankind. The counsels of deity will always frustrate
mere human plans when these are in any conflict with the divine will.

Later on in Gen.18:14 when Abraham was told that Sarah his wife would bear a son,
Sarah especially (Rom.4:19-21) seemed unable to believe what God had said. God
challenged the man, later described as 'the father of the faithful', by the question, "Is
anything too hard for the LORD?" That rhetorical question demands the answer that
there is nothing too hard for the LORD.

Many years later, while Jeremiah the prophet was under house arrest in Jerusalem,
and the city was encircled with the army of Nebuchadnezzar, Jeremiah's cousin
came to him asking him in such circumstances to buy his field in Anathoth. The Lord
had indicated to the prophet that he should do this. Having done what the LORD told
him to do, Jeremiah then came out with one of those great statements of faith we find
so often in our Bibles: "4h, Sovereign LORD, you have made the heavens and the
earth by your great power and outstretched arm. Nothing is too

2003-116



hard for you" (Jer.32:17).

Jeremiah then summarizes the Lord's dealings with His people from deliverance
from Egypt right to Jeremiah's day. He realizes full well what the Babylonians are
about to do to Jerusalem. Again he states what the Lord has asked him to do so far as
buying the field was concerned. The Lord comes back to Jeremiah with the same
rhetorical question he asked of Abraham, "Is anything too hard for me?" (Jer.32:27).

In the days of the Lord Jesus

From the beginning of the Lord's public ministry it was evident that there was a power
working in Him that was unique. This power demonstrated the fact that He was
divine in His nature. He said to some that even if they did not believe His words then
they ought to believe the miracles He performed (Jn 10:38).

Furthermore, He often spoke to His disciples on the matter of their faith, seeking to
impress upon them the limitless possibilities that lay within the grasp of believing
men and women. One example of this is found in the man who came to the Lord
seeking help for his epileptic son. He asked the Lord if He could help him. "If you
can?" said Jesus. "Everything is possible for him who believes"(Mk.9:23).

Now we must come to the focus of our subject, shown in the quotations given at the
top of our article and repeated here:

"My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but as
you will" (Matt.26:39).

"My Father, if it is not possible for this cup to be taken away ... may your will be done"
(Matt.26.42).

It need scarcely be said that the background to these quotations is the garden of
Gethsemane, well described in the hymn-writer's words:

'Tis midnight, and on Olive's brow

The star is dimmed that lately shone;

'Tis midnight in the garden now,

The suffering Saviour prays alone.

His purpose for coming into the world was fast reaching a climax. The foreordained
counsels of deity must find their fulfilment. In that lonely midnight hour the Lord
felt the imminence of the 'darker hours of deeper woe' looming before Him.

He longed for the nearness and fellowship of His disciples in His hour of deep
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anguish. He asked Peter and the two sons of Zebedee to stay and keep watch with
Him while He prayed. The emphasis of that prayer was the taking away of the cup He
was being asked to drink, if this were possible. The Saviour knew full well all that
was involved in the taking of the cup. He would become the sin offering for this world.
Yet in that very difficult position for Him, His primary aim was to do the Father's
will. Returning to the place where He had left the three men, imagine His
disappointment when He found them sleeping. He asked Peter if they could not watch
even for one hour with Him. "Watch and pray," He told them before returning to His
place of prayer.

The emphasis of His prayer the second time was if it were not possible that the cup
should pass from Him, then He wanted His Father's will to be done. Slowly, the
Lord makes His way back to the three disciples. But there was no comfort for Him
there. The three men were fast asleep. Jesus left them sleeping and went back again
to His place of prayer, saying the same words. Sometime during that night an angel
was sent to strengthen the Lord. It was after this strengthening that Luke tells us that
His sweat became like drops of blood falling to the ground during one of His prayer
times. Again the hymn-writer's words are so appropriate:

'Tis midnight, agonized He kneels,

The sweat falls down like drops of blood.

Finally, He rises from prayer and goes to meet the band of men coming with swords
and staves to take Him. From the band Judas comes forward to greet the Lord Jesus
with that fateful traitor's kiss. What a way to end the Saviour's last night of prayer!

Perhaps the main lesson for His disciples today is that whether or not deliverance
from a specific trial in our present circumstances is possible or impossible we will
bow to the will of God as the best way forward (cf. Dan.3:17,18).

Biblical quotations from the NIV

2003-118



The Patient Patriarch

5. Among Family
Discord

George Prasher, Manchester, England

Family life must have been transformed for Isaac and Rebekah after the birth of their twin
sons. Could ever twins have been more different, both in appearance and personality? At
birth Esau is described as red... like a hairy garment all over, and in manhood Jacob said
of him, "Esau my brother is a hairy man, and I am a smooth-skinned man." Their life-
styles, too, were in marked contrast: Esau was a skilful hunter, a man of the field; but
Jacob was a mild man, dwelling in tents.

Significantly Scripture records: Isaac loved Esau because he ate of his game, but Rebekah
loved Jacob (Gen.25:28). That Isaac should be specially drawn to Esau because he
enjoyed eating the game made available through Esau's hunting seems a less than worthy
motivation. Evidently Jacob's character and attitudes had greater appeal to his mother.

Whatever the reasons, such partiality in relating to different members of a family is a
recipe for discontent and strife. In the family context, as more generally, the wisdom that
is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle ... without partiality ... Now the fruit of
righteousness is sown in peace by those who make peace (Jas.3:17,18). In allowing
partiality to colour their attitudes to their sons, Isaac and Rebekah were not pursuing the
things which make for peace (Rom.14:19). It would contribute to serious friction in later
years, and stands out as a scriptural warning against family favouritism, a parental
weakness which has affected families in all generations.
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The spiritual attitudes of Esau and Jacob were as diverse as their natural inclinations.
From earliest days they would be equally privileged to learn about God's character
and ways, from both their father and grandfather; for Abraham was alive until they
were fifteen. Twin brothers with equal spiritual opportunity, yet by one it was
treasured and by the other squandered! The inspired narrative records two examples of
Esau's negative attitude to spiritual values. First the occasion when he sold his birthright
to Jacob for a meal of red stew. In Heb.12:16 we are warned against such profanity.
Nor did spiritual values weigh with him when it came to marriage! He took as wives
two Hittite women: and they were a grief of mind to Isaac and Rebekah (26:35).
Many Christian parents can relate to that experience! For when family members are no
longer being guided in their lives by the principles of the law of Christ this is bound to
cause grief to parents who long for their highest good. Much wisdom, love and grace
are needed to manifest Christ in relating to them. Yet how vital, too, that faithfulness
to the Lord Jesus should not be compromised, remembering His searching word,
"He who loves son or daughter more than Me is not worthy of Me" (Matt.10:37).

In human perspective, a dishonourable conspiracy unfolds in Gen.27. That Rebekah
should incite Jacob to deceive her husband in order to secure the blessing of the
firstborn flies in the face of all godly counsel about family relationships. Perhaps
Rebekah felt that the end justified the means. How much better advised she would
have been to leave the outworking of His purposes to the wisdom and timing of the
God who had revealed to her that the older son would serve the younger! The
devastating result of this unprincipled human expediency was the tearing apart of the
family. Esau's vengeful fury burned against Jacob with murderous intent. Fear of
this led Rebekah to propose that Jacob should flee temporarily to her brother Laban
in distant Haran. It would be twenty years before Jacob returned to Canaan.

However, in sovereign wisdom, God was watching over His divinely decreed
purposes through Isaac's family, (for the children not yet being born, nor having
done any good or evil, that the purpose of God according to election might stand, not
of works but of Him who calls), it was said to her, "The older shall serve the younger"
(Rom.9:11,12). This divine perspective on the family's history touches dimensions
of God's unsearchable ways which are beyond our tracing out (Rom.11:33). Yet faith
draws strong encouragement to recognize that through such defective human
instruments God chooses to effect such lofty divine purposes.
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Old Testament Insights into Prayer

11. Bless the LORD, O my
soul

Edwin Neely, Brantford, Canada

Prayer and praise accomplish many things. Besides the sweetness of communion,
the cleansing of confession, the reassurance of care and deliverance, the fellowship
of those with whom and for whom we pray and the development of patience and
steadfastness within ourselves, there is the tremendous uplift of spirit and strengthening
of all our parts that comes to individuals and groups who give themselves to praise to
God and waiting upon the LORD. Great men and women of God and the people of God
in their strength have always dedicated themselves to prayer and its highly important
aspect, praise. Godly saints today do likewise. The corporate praise of the assembly
as it joins with the people of God in holy priesthood service is both a duty and a
delight, filling the hands of Him who as our High Priest presents our adoration perfectly
to His God and Father, and as a by-product, fills the participants with an exhilaration of
spirit that levels the steep inclines of the mundane. Mounting up with wings like
eagles becomes the reality of the life of the obedient disciple; 'running unwearied' the
experience of the faithful (Isa.40:31).

Someone has said that if the Scriptures are the jewelled setting that God has placed
on earth for our delight, the Psalms are the precious centre stone. These are filled
with the heart's deepest yearnings. We wish to examine a few that express the heart's
overflowing in praise; the bubbling over of the cup of exceeding joy. Just to read the
writers' exuberance in such psalms as Ps.103, Ps.107, Ps.113 and Ps.145-150 fills
the
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human spirit with the longing that the sons of Korah expressed when they likened their
desire to the panting hart for the water brooks (Ps.42:1), and Swain, the hymn-writer,
enjoyed as he looked forward to eternal song:

On earth the song begins,

In heaven more sweet and loud ...

The profundity of one's being is affected as we exult in the power and majesty of the One
who has accomplished all things.

Bless the LORD, 0 my soul;

And all that is within me... (Ps.103:1)

We are stirred to the depths as we soar to the heights, not in a momentary poetic euphoria,
but in lasting, spiritual refreshment. Oh, that it would occur even more often!

The Psalms are often categorized into groups according to similar features for study
purposes. Among these are psalms of declarative praise, beginning with expressions such
as, I will praise..., followed by the reason why, a renewed vow of praise and ending with
some instruction for others and/or examples. Psalms that call upon others to praise the
Lord and develop an illustrated reason, followed by a new exhortation to such
thankfulness usually fall into the category of descriptive praise and are really hymns of
deeply rooted joy and appreciation. But it's not the dryness of the categories in which we
might place psalms for study purposes, but the great confidence in the Lord of the writers,
the spontaneous and earnest enjoyment they had in God, and the encouragement to saints
of all ages to enter into the praise of His glory that makes us feel in a special way the
message of the Spirit to us and through us in our worship.

Ps.103 leads to appreciation of covenant blessings and so finds a special place in the hearts
of those under New Covenant relationship with God. The mercies of forgiveness, healing,
enrichment, compassion, faithfulness and renewed vigour, all given with an appreciation
of and allowance for our human frailty, call upon us to respond in exultation, thanking
God for His eternal love:

Bless the LORD, O my soul;

And all that is within me, bless His holy name! (Ps.103:1)

Who could read the Psalm and not be thoroughly enthralled with His goodness; and fail to
obey the exhortation to copious praise?

Ps.107, possibly written during the Babylonian captivity, calls upon the redeemed of the
Lord to appreciate the deliverance of the people of God, and His concern for their constant
health and safety. It gives a call to express their
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praise in the solemn assembly. To all God's mercy is added His evident power, not only
over nature, but over all their experiences, and for this he writes:

Oh, that men would give thanks to the LORD for His goodness,

And for His wonderful works to the children of men!

Let them exalt Him also in the assembly of the people,

And praise Him in the company of the elders. (Ps.107:31,32)

Sung each year before the Passover, and first of the Hallel (that collection of praise
which was to be sung at the great festivals of Israel and consisted of Ps.113-118)
Ps.113 is a nice connection between the praise of Hannah as she rejoiced in the Lord for
His kindness in the birth of Samuel (1 Sam.2:1-10), and the song of Mary who exulted
at the promise of the coming Messiah (Lk.1:46-55). It begins and ends with Praise the
LORD! and well it might, for it relates the majesty and condescension of deity, even
to the gracious intervention in the lives of the poor of the refuse heap who cling to it
for the warmth of its fires and for eked-out food and clothing. It raises the lowly from
there to sit with the princes of His people. He is One who listens to the pleas of those
barren, who, Hannah-like, long for the richer blessing of a home where she can be the
mother of children. The writer calls for praise in our own day, for God has granted us
who were spiritually equally barren an inheritance of the saints in the light
(Col.1:12). We sit at the Lord's table (1 Cor.10:21)! Hallelujah!

From Ps.136 echo twenty-six refrains extolling the loyal love (Heb. 'hesed') of
God, His creation, all the aid and deliverance that has been vouchsafed to His
people and His abundant grace in opening His hand to feed every creature. We are
enjoined to give thanks to the God of heaven. That title is mentioned only here in the
Psalms, but elsewhere, twenty-three times. He made heaven, is in heaven, rules from
heaven. The Son came from heaven that we might go there, and has made us meantime
citizens of that place.

Oh, give thanks to the God of heaven!

For His mercy endures forever. (Ps.136:26)

No wonder this 136th psalm is referred to as the 'Great Hallel'.

Of course, every believer in the Lord Jesus has cause to praise the Lord, but the
psalms here speak of the added exultation that is the delight of His own peculiar
people collectively. It is the nation that has known such grace and blessing; it is the
nation that should be bursting with His praise.

In the final six psalms in the psalter the word 'praise’ leaps out at us forty-three times.
Ps.145, however, is the only one in the book that is entitled 'A Psalm of Praise' (Heb.
tehillah). David is thrilled with the fact that God's mighty acts

2003-123



could be lauded from generation to generation, yet no one had to that time, or has since,
really risen to the greatness of praise commensurate with His mighty works. The fact that
His kingdom is everlasting foretells a continuance of the gratitude of His own. God is
righteous and God is loving, therefore all should call upon Him and all should give Him
praise, meditating on the glorious splendour of His majesty and speaking of the power of
His awesome acts.

Ps.146-150, although anonymous as far as we are concerned, continue along similar lines
to David in 145. It was no doubt these psalms that inspired Lady Cockburn-Campbell to
pen the words we often sing in worship:

Praise ye Jehovah, praise the Lord most holy,

Who cheers the contrite, girds with strength the weak;

Praise Him who will with glory crown the lowly,

And with salvation beautify the meek.

Praise ye the Lord for all His loving-kindness,

And all the tender mercies He has shown;

Praise Him who pardons all our sins and blindness,

And calls us sons and takes us for His own.

The wonders that moved the psalmists and move us are catalogued in these last six hymns
of praise, some of which are:

The LORD upholds all who fall, and raises up all who are bowed down '
The LORD is near to all who call upon Him in truth...

He also will hear their cry and save them ’

The LORD gives freedom to the prisoners >

The LORD opens the eyes of the blind *

The LORD... relieves the fatherless and widow°

He heals the broken hearted

And binds up their wounds °

The LORD lifts up the humble’

The LORD takes pleasure in His people;

He will beautify the humble with salvation.®

Meditation upon the wonders of the LORD will fill our hearts with praises. Resulting
praise to God in the congregation, like the ointment of pure nard, will fill the whole house
with His fragrance (Jn 12:3).

He is worthy to be praised. Praise the LORD!

(1) Ps.145:14 (2) Ps.145:18,19 (3) Ps.146:7 (4) Ps.146:8 (5) Ps.146:9 (6) Ps.147:3
(7) Ps.147:6 (8) Ps.149:4
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Holden

Gilbert Grierson, Knocknacloy, N. Ireland

At the time of writing it is a beautiful summer's day. My early morning walk took me
by a field of wheat, ripening in the warm sunshine, with the yellow heads bending
under the weight of the grain. The field was very quiet, deserted in fact. But I knew
that that field would shortly, perhaps in just a few days, be full of activity; workers
with combine harvester, tractors and trailers bringing in the harvest, knowing that the
days of opportunity for harvesting will be short.

My mind went back to another field and another time in another land. There, on the
outskirts of Bethlehem, the harvest had started. No noisy machinery, but no doubt men
wielding sickles or scythes and others gathering the stalks up into bundles to make
sheaves. It was the barley harvest time, and amidst the sheaves was a stranger,
bending patiently to pick up ears of corn that had fallen here and there. She was Ruth,
the Moabitess, gleaning there with the permission and blessing of the lord of that
harvest, Boaz, in whose sight she had found grace (Ruth 2:2).

Another hot summer's day, a thirsty day for harvesting, and a Man reaping in the
fields. This time it's the Lord of the harvest, come down from heaven, who is the
reaper. That day in Samaria, by Sychar's well (Jn 4), He is harvesting, gleaning a
head of fallen corn, a sinful Samaritan woman, graciously drawing her into His
storehouse, and gathering many more (Jn 4:41) of the lost souls of Samaria into
bundles. In Samaria that day, the fields are already white for harvest (Jn 4:35), and
the harvest has begun. No need to wait four months!

Holden is an old English word meaning 'held fast'. In Lk.24:16 (KJV & RV) the eyes
of the
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disciples walking to Emmaus were holden as they walked with the Stranger who
joined them on the road. Because their eyes were restrained as the NKJV puts it, they
did not recognize the Lord Jesus. Later, in the taking, breaking and blessing of the
bread at the meal-table, Jesus was revealed to them: their eyes were opened and
they knew Him (v.31).

What is our vision power as this day of God's grace continues?

Is it possible that, in respect of the fields which the Lord Jesus described as white
or ready for harvesting, our eyes could be holden? Is it possible that we could be blind
and careless in regard to the souls that are perishing at our side, having no hope and
without God in the world (Eph.2:12)?

Is it possible- that we have no desire to see them reached with the gospel message
that saves? The days of opportunity for harvesting may be short, and the fields, heavy
with corn, go un-reaped. Do we need to be praying for our eyes to be opened? This is
the day of opportunity; no need to wait four more months! Praise God for every
disciple who sees enough of the need to be praying earnestly to the Lord of the
Harvest to send out labourers into His harvest fields, and praise God for those who have
found grace in His eyes to be employed in His work in some way, great or small. He
needs some to be bringing in the bundles and others to be engaged in the personal
work of quietly gleaning. But all are working together so that one day, sowers and
reapers, including gleaners, will rejoice together, in that day when He shall doubtless
come again with rejoicing, bringing his sheaves with him (Ps.126:6).
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Focus

God's Goodness in
Today's World

George Prasher, Manchester, England

The LORD is good to all, and His tender mercies are over all His works. (Ps.145:9)

Year 2003 has brought no small quota of tragedy throughout the world. Month by
month the news has included situations of human suffering through natural disaster,
terrorism and international armed conflict.

True though this is, we do well at times to stand back and see the world scene in wide
perspective to appreciate the marvellous goodness of God despite all the provocation of
human sin against Him. In Ps.65 David dwells in some detail on one aspect of God's
universal goodness.

O God of our salvation,

.... the confidence of all the ends of the earth,

And of the far-off seas; ...

You visit the earth and water it,

You greatly enrich it; . . .

You provide their grain,

For so You have prepared it.

You water its ridges abundantly... settle its furrows... make it soft with showers ... bless
its growth (Ps.65:5,9,10).

Still today mankind remains dependant on the Creator to maintain conditions which
make food production possible. Widespread neglect of the ecology
notwithstanding, the needs of millions of people are daily supplied throughout many
nations. With wonderful largeness of heart our Father in heaven makes His sun rise
on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust (Matt.5:45).

In countless other ways God's goodness abounds, and
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His tender mercies are seen to be over all His works. Sensational news coverage tends to
highlight violence and destruction. Yet there's a vast network of activity, often involving
financial sacrifice and great personal dedication, which brings new hope and practical help
to suffering people. It's certainly appropriate that Christian testimony should be
commended through the good works of the Lord's disciples. In this way they reflect the
character of the God whom they represent.

"Let your light so shine before men," said the Master, "that they may see your good works
and glorify your Father in heaven " (Matt.5:16). Through this the manifold goodness of
God is mediated to many in a needy world. God is able to make all grace abound toward
you, wrote Paul to the Corinthians, that you ... may have an abundance for every good
work (2 Cor.9:8). Similarly the apostle Peter shows the effect of Christian behaviour
among Gentiles who spoke evil of believers, yet by your good works which they observe,
glorify God in the day of visitation (1 Pet.2:12).

The anonymous writer of Ps.107 was led by the Holy Spirit to dwell on God's universal
concern for all mankind, and called repeatedly for due acknowledgement of it.

Oh, that men would give thanks to the LORD for His goodness,

And for His wonderful works to the children of men! (Ps.107:8,15,21,31)

The Psalm describes various conditions of human distress, such as the plight of prisoners
held in rigorous bondage (Ps.107:10-12), or the despair of sufferers from disease caused
by their own sin (Ps.107:17-18). In response to their cries to God for help in their troubles
He has broken the gates of bronze, and cut the bars of iron in two (Ps.107:16), and sent
His word and healed them (Ps.107:20). The Psalm ends with a word of counsel: Whoever
is wise will observe these things, and they will understand the lovingkindness of the
LORD. (Ps.107:43)

As another year draws to a close we may profitably reflect on the vast scale of God's
goodness and lovingkindness throughout its course. His greatest goodness and mercy are
of course expressed in the Gospel of His Son, in our times more widely communicated
than ever before through the development of modern technology. In Ps.103 David
captured the thought of God's goodness expressed in both spiritual and temporal blessings:
thankfully let us share his adoration!

Bless the LORD, O my soul; And all that is within me, bless

His holy name! Bless the LORD, O my soul,

And forget not all His benefits: Who forgives all your iniquities, Who heals all your
diseases, who redeems your life from destruction, Who crowns you with

lovingkindness and tender mercies, (Ps.103:1-4)
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The God-breathed
Writings

David Hyland, Middlesbrough, England

The divine origin of Scripture is usually described as 'inspiration'. This is a specialized use
of the word, and is very different from describing the work of a talented artist or musician
as inspired. The words given by inspiration of God (2 Tim.3:16 NKIJV), God breathed
(NIV) and inspired by God (NASB) translate a single Greek adjective 'theopneustos’
(theos, God, pneo, to breathe). The word 'theopneustos' literally means God-breathed. This
implies that God breathed out the words which were written down by prophets and
apostles to become Scripture, so that the words of the human authors were in reality the
words of God. They were spoken so directly by the Spirit of God, to and through men, that
they may be accurately described as issuing from His mouth: the mouth of the LORD has
spoken (Isa.1:20). Those who believe in the divine inspiration of Scripture have used two
words to describe the nature of the process. Plenary means full or entire; verbal means the
Spirit's guidance extended to the very words.

The message did not originate with the writers, nor did they put their own interpretation
on what they wrote for prophecy never came by the will of man, but holy-men of God
spoke as they were moved by the Holy-Spirit (2 Pet.1:21). The Greek word 'pheromenoi’
(from 'phero’) translated moved literally means 'being carried'. The same Greek word is
used to describe a ship being driven in a storm, So when the ship was caught, and could
not head into the wind, we let her drive (Acts 27:15). The direction of the ship was r.o:
determined by human initiative but by the wind. In the inspiration of the Scriptures, God
was guiding the human writers through His Spirit. They were under the
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constraint of the Spirit of God who bore them along. This clearly excludes the idea
that the Scriptures are of merely human origination.

The passages referred to are probably as far as Scripture goes in defining the nature of
inspiration. Scripture offers no detailed analysis of the mode of inspiration. We are not
told how the Spirit of God worked in the inspiration of the human writers, just as we
are not told how the Spirit of God brings about the new birth or how Mary conceived
by the Holy Spirit. This view of inspiration has been described as 'a theory of biblical
inspiration which regards the written words of the Bible as divinely dictated’; or as
another writer puts it 'the Holy Spirit used the writers as a dictaphone'. However,
these writers do not do justice to the human element in the process. The Spirit of the
living God was speaking so directly through the human writers that the words were in
a real sense His words. But the process was not mechanical; the men were not robots,
they were living agents. The minds and personalities of the human writers were fully
employed and their natural talents sanctified. Consequently there is no uniformity of
literary style. Through the leading of the Spirit of God the authors were preserved from
error and their writings are authoritative.

Both Testaments accredited

The Gospels reveal that the Lord treated the Old Testament as having divine
authority. For Christ, what Scripture says, God says. It has been well said that the
veracity of the Old Testament and the deity of Christ stand or fall together. The Old
Testament is validated by the Lord in retrospect and His words to the apostles in the
upper room confirm that He accredited the New Testament in prospect. The Lord
promised His disciples that on His return to heaven He would send "another Helper...
the Spirit of Truth". The Lord assured them, "He will teach you all things, and bring
to your remembrance all things that I said to you" (Jn 14:16,17,26). This was a
promise of the Spirit's guidance in the completion of the canon of Scripture. Through
the guidance of the Holy Spirit, the New Testament writers became channels
through whom further truth was communicated.

Inspiration refers to the original autographs none of which is extant. The transmission
of the text is outside the scope of this article. There are, however, very good grounds to
be assured that the original text has been preserved with a remarkable degree of
accuracy. We are indeed indebted to scholars whose understanding of the original
languages has given us the priceless benefit of having the Scriptures in our mother
tongue.
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The Patient Patriarch

6. Extended Twilight

George Prasher, Manchester, England

Twilight or darkness? When he was about 137 years old, Isaac's eyes were so dim that he
could not see (Gen.27:1). Some have suggested that this may not mean total blindness,
though he was no longer able to distinguish his sons' features. Whatever the degree of
sight loss, it must have been a frustrating disadvantage, endured by Isaac for over forty
years. He was mistaken in thinking that he was shortly to die at the time he blessed Jacob
and Esau (Gen.27:2). He would live on until he was 180, five years longer than his father
lived and thirty-three years longer than his son Jacob would live.

Isaac was among those described in Heb.11:13 who died in faith, not having received the
promises, but having seen them afar off were assured of them, embraced them and
confessed that they were strangers and pilgrims on the earth. His natural sight restricted,
the eyes of his heart were enlightened, enabling him to grasp by faith the promises of God
regarding the Seed in whom all the nations of the earth would be blessed, and regarding
the occupation of the land of his sojournings by his descendants. This illumined his heart
and mind with assurance that despite physical disability, his life was a vital link in the
chain of God's surely developing purposes.

There's a further striking reference to Isaac's faith in Heb.11:20: By faith Isaac blessed
Jacob and Esau concerning things to come. Striking, because the narrative in Gen.27
vividly highlights a situation of sad human failure, yet Isaac was moved to declare future
divine blessings on his sons (Gen.27:27-29, 39-40). These blessings were pronounced by
faith; a faith rooted in the repeated promises of God to
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Abraham and their renewal to Isaac personally. As always, faith comes by hearing,
and hearing by the word of God (Rom.10:17). Isaac was attuned to the revelation of
divine purpose in all God had spoken to his father Abraham and to himself.

It seems that the last forty years of Isaac's life would often be fraught with deep
anxieties. Perhaps as years advance, we tend to pine for some respite from pressing
problems. So often that is not the case. From Isaac's experience we learn that God may
not grant exemption from severe trials in the autumn of our days. He is glorified when
lessons of past divine support enable the ageing believer still to trust Him through on-
going aftlictions, despite diminished strength of mind and body.

We may glean from the Genesis narrative some of the burdens borne by the aged
patriarch during those four decades. In an era of slow communications Isaac must
surely have borne a burden of anxiety about Jacob throughout the twenty years he was
away in distant Haran. When at long last Jacob and his family did arrive back in
Canaan, serious trouble erupted over Dinah's involvement with the men of Shechem,
and the ruthless revenge inflicted by Simeon and Levi. Rebuking them, Jacob
protested: "You have troubled me by making me obnoxious among the inhabitants of
the land, ... and since I am few in number, they will gather themselves together
against me and kill me.” (Gen.34:30). In view of Isaac's close affinity, would he not
also feel threatened? In the event, God mercifully restrained the Canaanites from
retaliation, delivering Jacob and his father from their understandable fears.

About ten years later came the trauma of Joseph's disappearance, presumed dead on
the evidence of the blood-stained tunic taken to Jacob by his treacherous brothers,
who said, "We have found this. Do you know whether it is your son's tunic or not?"
(Gen.37:32) Isaac would be deeply involved in the family's grief, and he died still
under the impression that Joseph had been torn to pieces by wild beasts. For Isaac died
shortly before Joseph was exalted to power in Egypt. He was never to see the end
intended by the Lord (Jas.5:11) regarding what must have seemed God's strange
permission of tragic loss, reminding us that through darkest trials of terminal years we
may still be filled by the God of hope with all joy and peace in believing, abounding in
hope by the power of the Holy Spirit (see Rom.15:13). Mature faith remains
assured, despite all appearances to the contrary, that God is working all things together
for good to those who love Him, to those who are the called according to His purpose
(see Rom.8:28).

(Chronological data taken from Pages 34-36 of Bible Studies Vol.33, 1965)
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