






THE EXTRAVAGANCE OF LOVE
by Randal E. Denny 

Luke 7:36-50 
June 23, 1996

INTRO:
Simon the Pharisee acted like a self-made man who 

worshiped his creator. Simon is characterized by the 
words of two little boys playing with modeling clay. The 
youngest, using his imagination, said, “I’m going to make 
a man. ”

His older brother replied, “You can’t make a man. Only 
God can make a man.”

The young lad restated his intentions, “I’m going to 
make a man-made man.”

His big brother remarked, “All right, but it w on’t 
work!”

It never does. Simon personifies self-righteousness 
without love. A woman of ill repute shares the spotlight 
with Simon. Her actions speak more eloquently than 
words. Overflowing with a new kind of love, she express­
es her joy in Jesus.

Standing in the presence of Jesus, these two characters 
make a bold contrast. Perhaps somewhere between the 
two extremes, we may find ourselves reflected in our atti­
tudes toward Jesus.

I. Take Note of the Reasons Why People 
Come to Jesus

First, Simon came to Jesus out of curiosity. With 
mixed motives, Simon invited Jesus to his home for din­
ner. Popular gossip whispered that Jesus might be the 
Messiah—the long-expected revolutionary leader of Is­
rael. Showing favor to Jesus might gain Simon an appoint­
ment to public office when Jesus takes leadership.

Jesus stirred Simon’s curiosity. He cautiously hosted Je­
sus but neglected common courtesies of hospitality. He 
seemed fearful to express kindness to the controversial 
Teacher.

Carlyle wrote: “If Jesus Christ were to come today, people 
would not even crucify Him. They would ask Him to dinner 
and hear what He had to say and then make fun of it!”

Second, the woman came to Jesus out of despera­
tion. Anonymously, she slipped through Simon’s gate 
and came into the inner courtyard—a common custom 
when people entertained a teacher or special guest. Lean­
ing against the wall with other uninvited spectators, she 
listened to Jesus.

The context seems to indicate that she was known as a 
prostitute, but that day she turned to Jesus and was con­
verted. While Simon found only a Teacher-Messiah, she 
discovered a Savior.

II. Take Note of the Attitudes People Bring to 
Jesus

First, notice their attitudes toward others.
Simon was critical. As the woman stood near Jesus, Si­

mon said to himself with a judgmental attitude, “She is a 
sinner” (v. 39). He judged her “past.” Jesus could see her 
“today” and her “tomorrows.”

Simon felt disgust for anyone whom he perceived not 
to be as good as he.

The woman was humble. She knew her place. She on­
ly had access to Jesus at that moment because of the cus­
tom of the times—uninvited but allowed. Standing out of 
the way, she listened to Jesus.
II.1.1 IS. One Sunday morning, John D. Rockefeller Jr. ar­
rived at church a little later than usual. The service had 
begun, and the sanctuary was crowded. Rockefeller said 
to an usher: “I won’t go to my regular pew. I might dis­
turb the service. I’ll find a seat in the balcony.”

Standing nearby, a pompous stranger, not recognizing 
Mr. Rockefeller, blurted to the usher: “Escort me. I’ll take 
a seat downstairs. I ’m not the balcony type!”

That usher saw living demonstrations of a principle 
stated long ago: “For everyone who exalts himself will be 
humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted” 
(Luke 14:11).

Second, notice their attitudes toward themselves.
Simon viewed himself as righteous. He dressed in 

long robes with wide fringes—that was very religious in 
those days. He wore phylacteries on his forearm and on 
his forehead containing the Shema—the written prayer: 
“Hear, O Israel: The L o r d  our God, the L o r d  is on e” 
(Deut. 6:4). Though Simon’s righteousness was outward 
display, he was empty spiritually.

The woman viewed herself as unrighteous. She knew 
what she had been. She held no claims to righteous­
ness—except for Jesus’ promise.

Third, notice their attitudes toward Jesus.
Simon feels no need fo r fesus. Conscious of no spiritu­

al need, Simon felt no love for Jesus. He deceived himself 
as being good in the sight of God and man. So why would 
he need Jesus?

The woman feels unworthy o f fesus. That attitude 
opens the door to God’s forgiveness. The sense of unwor­
thiness leads to repentance, the turning around of one’s 
heart, mind, and behavior and coming to Jesus.

III. Take Note of the Reactions of People to 
Jesus

First, notice their inner responses to Jesus.
Simon responded to fesus with doubts. Simon thought 

to himself: “If this man were a prophet, he would know 
who is touching him and what kind of woman she is— 
that she is a sinner” (v. 39). Simon doubted Jesus’ spiritual 
integrity. He viewed Jesus as immoral for accepting the 
touch of this woman of ill repute.

Jesus doesn’t share Simon’s ease at rejecting people. Je­
sus welcomes all.

The woman responded to fesus with joy. Having been 
forgiven so much, her joy overflowed. Tears cascaded 
down her cheeks and dripped from her chin, falling onto 
the feet of Jesus. His feet were outstretched behind Him 
as He reclined on the couch while eating.
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I hope we never lose the capacity to express overflow­
ing joy in the Lord.

Second, notice their outward reactions to Jesus.
Simon reacted to Jesus with an inhospitable spirit. 

Discourteously, Simon refused to extend common acts of 
kindness to Jesus. Simon also reacted with criticism. He 
and his cronies criticized Jesus.
ILLUS. A salesman came to a country store. Hearing a 
dog barking in the rear of the store, he asked the shop­
keeper, “What in the world is the matter with that dog?”

The storekeeper answered, “He is sitting on a cockle- 
bur. ”

The salesman asked, “Why doesn’t he get off it?”
The merchant shrugged, “It takes less energy for him 

to howl than to get off the cocklebur.”
Self-righteous people find it easier to be critical than to 

deal with God’s truth when Jesus confronts our selfish 
ways.

The woman reacted to Jesus with a spirit of adora­
tion. She felt love and respect for the Lord. As she lis­
tened to Him, her sense of shame vanished. The reality of 
being forgiven by God welled up in her spirit. As her 
tears of joy fell on Jesus’ feet, she impulsively unraveled 
her long locks of hair and wiped her tears from Jesus’ 
feet. To unbind her hair in public was considered immod­
est. Jews considered unbound hair the trademark of a 
prostitute.

While Jesus continued speaking, she caressed and 
cleansed His feet, anointing them with her perfume—a 
leftover from previous days of her trade. With affection, 
she kissed the Master’s feet, a sign of deep reverence and 
respect, an outward token of acknowledging her surren­
der to the Lordship of Jesus.

The Bible says, “For she loved much” (v. 47). She who 
had deliberately sold herself for evil was now giving her­
self to Jesus as an instrument of praise to God. The Lord 
revels in such spontaneous worship from us today.
ILLUS. Sir W ilfred G renfell, m edical m issionary to 
Labrador, requested help from a head nurse in Johns Hop­
kins Hospital. He said to her: “If you want to have the 
time of your life, come with me and run a hospital next 
summer for the orphans of the Northland. There will not 
be a cent of money in it for you. You will have to pay 
your own expenses. But I will guarantee you will feel a 
love for life you have never before experienced. It’s hav­
ing the time of our life to be in the service of Christ.”

She went to Labrador. Upon returning, she wrote: “I 
never knew before that life was good for anything but 
what one could get out of it. Now I know that the real 
fun lies in seeing how much one can put into life for oth­
ers!”

Jesus gave a little parable. (Read vv. 41-43 )

IV. Take Note of the Consequences of 
People’s Encounter with Jesus

(Read vv. 44-47.)
First, Simon leaves in confusion. He bows out of 

the picture, troubled and angry, lost in the crowd mum­
bling among themselves, “Who is this who even forgives 
sins?” (v. 49). Simon discovered the hard way that “a man- 
made man . . . won’t work.”

His encounter with Jesus disturbed him, but he refused 
to learn, refused to listen, and refused to leap in faith into 
the waiting arms of Jesus.

Second, the woman leaves in peace. Jesus said to 
her: “Your sins are forgiven. . . . Your faith has saved you; 
go in peace” (w. 48, 50). What a difference an encounter 
with Jesus can make! The woman left Simon’s house feel­
ing understood and accepted. She provided the sinner, 
and Jesus proved to be the Savior.
ILLUS. A pastor served a large church for 25 years. He 
was not the eloquent preacher who stood in the pulpit 
and wrote books and poetry. He was the associate pastor 
who called in homes, visited the sick, counseled with the 
troubled. He only preached occasionally.

In the Sunday services, he usually read the Scriptures 
or offered prayers. He loved the people, and the people 
loved him. His countenance showed that he walked with 
Jesus. He demonstrated Jesus’ compassion, joy, and love. 
Even the children loved him because he had time to 
spend with them too.

One Sunday at dinner, following the morning service, a 
family discussed the church service they had enjoyed. 
The little boy exclaimed, “Daddy, I smiled at God in 
church today—and he smiled back at me!”

The pastor and Jesus had so lived together all these 
years, that for the lad, God and the associate pastor were 
indistinguishable.

Simon didn’t find much to inspire him. The woman dis­
covered a great deal of love as she sat at the feet of Jesus. 
Let us sit at Jesus’ feet so that we and our friends may 
learn from Him too.
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NEVER FORGIVEN?
by Randal E. Denny 

Mark 3:20-30 
Cf. Matt. 12:22-37; Luke 11:14-28 

June 30, 1996

INTRO:
On the editorial pages of our local newspaper, a car­

toon was submitted by a subscriber. The artist had drawn 
a packet labeled “Latex Condom’’ and a poorly drawn de­
piction of the Bible. Over the pictures, a printed question 
asked, “Which one is currently helping prevent unwant­
ed pregnancies and curb the spread of disease?” Under 
the two pictures, he inserted a “Bonus Question: ‘Which 
one is making the problem worse through ignorance and 
fear?”’The sacrilegious cartoon was one more blasphemy 
of the Holy Bible as the Word of God. The artist degraded 
the good and exalted the evil.

Increasingly strident voices are calling evil good and la­
beling good as evil. Sadly, people can become so convo­
luted in their values that they think good is evil and evil is 
good. Critics said of Jesus, “He is possessed by Beelze­
bub! By the prince of demons he is driving out demons” 
(v. 22).

Jesus challenged their twisted thinking and added 
these fearful words: “I tell you the truth, all the sins and 
blasphemies of men will be forgiven them. But whoever 
blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will never be forgiven; 
he is guilty of an eternal sin” (w. 28-29). Think of the pos­
sibility of never being forgiven!

I. Consider the Fact of the Unpardonable Sin
Though Jesus taught the love of God, He didn’t avoid 

speaking about the irrevocable judgments of God. The 
same Jesus who “came to seek and to save what was lost” 
(Luke 19 :10) also warns, “But w hoever blasphem es 
against the Holy Spirit will never be forgiven” (Mark 
3:29). There is an unpardonable sin!

II. Consider the Meaning of the 
Unpardonable Sin

What did Jesus mean by “whoever blasphemes against 
the Holy Spirit”? The contextual setting in which Jesus 
gave warning with these words finds Him being scruti­
nized by the teachers of Jewish law. They observed Him 
healing the sick and concluded that He performed these 
wonders by the power of the devil. They could not rec­
ognize God’s power through Jesus. They witnessed God’s 
love in action and thought it was the power of Satan.

In Jewish thought, the Holy Spirit performed two great 
functions. First, He revealed God’s truth to people. Sec­
ond, He enabled people to recognize that truth when 
they saw it and heard it. Here’s the key to this situation: 
those teachers of Jewish law failed to recognize the Holy 
Spirit in Jesus. Unable to see God’s goodness by the Holy 
Spirit working through Jesus, they simply had no other 
way to return to God.

If you refuse the guidance of the Holy Spirit often 
enough, you can become incapable of recognizing God’s 
truth when you see it.

Paul wrote a warning for our day: “The Spirit clearly 
says that in later times some will abandon the faith and 
follow deceiving spirits and things taught by demons. 
Such teachings come through hypocritical liars, whose 
consciences have been seared as with a hot iron” (1 Tim. 
4:1-2).

Those teachers of Jewish law had rejected God’s reve­
lation so long that they were unable to recognize God in 
Christ and were unable to think straight about evil and 
good. They decided Jesus had cast out evil spirits by 
Beelzebub, meaning “The lord of filth.” They thought Je­
sus was possessed by a filthy spirit: “Because they said, 
He hath an unclean spirit” (v. 30, k jv ) .

Why should Satan perform a miracle to the glory of 
God? Jesus said: “How can Satan drive out Satan? If a 
kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom cannot 
stand. If a house is divided against itself, that house can­
not stand” (w. 23-25). To identify the source of good with 
the impersonation of evil implies a moral wreck, for 
which God has no remedy.

The unpardonable sin does not occur as a single act or 
a single sin. It follows an attitude hardened against God 
and truth. By rejecting God’s call of conviction, the sense 
of sin becomes dulled until there is no return.

In our day, people have begun to lose their sense of 
sin. Guilt is to the spirit what pain is to the body—a 
warning that something is wrong. It is a fearful thing to 
lose the capacity for pain or the capacity for guilt.
ILLUS. During the Chinese famine of 1901-2, many peo­
ple suffered starvation so long that they entered a physi­
cal state where they lost all appetite for food! It can hap­
pen to the spirit as well as the body. We can lose our 
appetite for good and God.

III. Consider the Result of the Unpardonable 
Sin

Jesus warned, “Whoever blasphemes against the Holy 
Spirit will never be forgiven; he is guilty of an eternal sin” 
(v. 29).

The Bible clearly teaches: “For the wages of sin is 
death” (Rom. 6:23). Changes in public opinion about sin 
do not alter the wages of sin. Polls may reveal the peo­
ple’s acceptance of immoral and wrong values, but they 
do not alter the wages of sin. Denial of absolute truths 
does not change the result and outcome of sin—spiritual 
death, separation from God.

The good result of a sense of unworthiness is a heart­
felt repentance. Repentance opens the way to God’s for­
giveness. That disturbing sense of conviction prods you 
toward a restored relationship with God.

If a person gets into such a state that he can’t see any­
thing lovely and pure in Jesus at all, he finds himself in a 
dangerous state of mind. If, by repeated refusals to listen 
to the promptings of the Holy Spirit, a person cannot feel
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condemnation for his sins, then the sight of Jesus does 
not give him any sense of sin. Without a sense of sin, he 
will not repent or feel sorry for his break with God. Unre­
pentant, he cannot be forgiven!
ILLUS. An old legend tells of a priest who noticed a 
young man sitting in the congregation. After the mass, 
the young fellow stayed for confession. He confessed so 
many horrible things that the hair on the priest’s neck 
stood up.

The priest said, “You must have been around quite a 
while to do all of that!”

The young man stared at the priest and then respond­
ed: “My name is Lucifer. I fell from heaven at the begin­
ning of time.”

The old priest came right back: “Even so, say you are 
sorry, and even you can be forgiven!”

The young man looked for a moment, turned, and 
walked away. He would not and could not do it. He left, 
still desolate and eternally damned.

It’s not so much that people can’t be forgiven as it is 
they won’t be forgiven.

IV. Consider the Occurrence of the 
Unpardonable Sin

Many innocent, sincere people have been hurt at the 
expense of dramatic sermons. Unfortunately, Satan has 
used the unpardonable sin to harass sensitive souls and 
bring confusion regarding one’s acceptance into God’s 
family. The good news is that everyone can enjoy the 
ministry of the Holy Spirit. Some people get so emotion­
ally confused and fearful that they think they are excep­
tions to the Lord’s invitation to come and find rest for 
their souls. Some people have become so obsessed with 
the fear of sinning against the Holy Spirit that they live 
under perpetual self-condemnation.

The unpardonable sin has not been committed by any­
one who fears he has committed it. This unpardonable 
sin obliterates remorse or repentance. The very fact that 
you are troubled about it gives evidence that you have 
not committed it. The person who fears having commit­
ted such a sin shows a sense of conviction and regret. 
That is only possible when the Holy Spirit deals with him.

My greater fear is that some people would continue to 
say “No” to God’s invitation until they grow dull and cal­
loused in their spiritual sensitivity—and that leads toward 
blasphemy.

Fear sin. Abhor it. Don’t play around with what you once 
knew was sin. Don’t continue to reject God’s truth. Don’t

trifle with the Holy Spirit or oppose His work. Don’t be in­
different or hostile toward God’s holy things. Be careful of 
slander directed at God’s people and His Church.

Each time you say “No” to God and say “Yes” to sin, you 
slip farther away from God and grow colder in your heart 
toward spiritual things. You become more calloused to 
the voice of the Holy Spirit. No one rejects God’s truth 
without something happening inside. You can’t turn your 
back on God’s light without increasing the darkness with­
in your own spirit. Rejecting Jesus moves you farther 
from knowing God.

God desires to pardon you because His love follows 
you to the vestibule of hell. Don’t hinder the voice of the 
Spirit, for He alone can bring you to the place of pardon. 
Apart from God’s drawing power, you have no other way 
to come to Jesus. That’s why sin is so deadly serious!

If you are not walking with Jesus, yet feel no need for 
repentance, I urge you to pray and ask God to trouble 
your spirit today until you sense your need for Jesus and 
His forgiveness.
ILLUS. During March of 1966, I preached at a revival 
meeting held in Hood River, Oregon. The good pastor 
took me to visit with an old man living on the outskirts of 
town. He had no interest in God. He had not attended a 
church in many years—if ever. Though he greeted us cor­
dially, I felt as if I was talking to a stone wall about spiritu­
al things. He had no taste for God.

I left his home, shuddering inside. It was eerie to meet 
a person in whom there were absolutely no stirrings of 
God whatsoever. I cannot tell you whether or not he had 
committed the unpardonable sin, but the end result is the 
same. That man was lost and headed for h ell—and I 
couldn’t help him.

In the soul’s flight away from God, there is a point of 
no return. However, when that point is reached, the soul 
has become so calloused and dead until there is no feel­
ing apart from remorse over the consequences of sin. It is 
precisely the death of desire for God that dooms the spir­
it of man.

The first words of Jesus we opened with resound as a 
promise of God’s grace: “All the sins and blasphemies of 
men will be forgiven them” (v. 28). Jesus’ promise puts no 
limits on God’s forgiving grace. If you will respond to the 
Spirit’s invitation, God will forgive. It’s not the size of 
your sins that keeps you from God’s forgiveness, but the 
size of your defiance of Him. Only the person who sets 
himself against God’s forgiveness is excluded from it.

We all need Jesus!
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DO WE SEEK PROOF WHERE GOD SEEKS FAITH?
by Randal E. Denny 

Matt. 12:38-45 
Cf. Luke 11:29-32 

July 7, 1996

INTRO:
Ten-year-old Gloria wrote a letter to God.
“Dear God:
“How do I know that You hear my prayers?
“Could You please give me a sign, like leaving a $10 bill 

under my pillow?”
Gloria expressed how many people feel about God. 

They want some kind of sign—which actually becomes a 
substitute for faith.

It was the same old problem when the Pharisees and 
teachers of the law insisted, “Teacher, we want to see a 
miraculous sign from you” (v. 38). What could convince 
them?

The Bible declares, “For it is by grace you have been 
saved, through faith” (Eph. 2:8). If we are going to walk 
with Jesus, we will “walk by faith, not by sight” (2 Cor. 
5:7, k jv ) .

I. We Want Proof as a Substitute for Faith in 
God

The men, by seeking a sign from Jesus, were saying, 
“We want a substitute for faith.”

Jesus was trying to teach them, “You need repentance 
by faith.” (Read vv. 38-39.)

It is dangerous to seek a substitute for faith. Jesus had 
walked among those people day after day. Already He had 
performed miracles that they had both witnessed and 
heard about. Yet they insulted Jesus by desiring more 
substitutes for faith. Today some insist on a miracle or 
sign—even a confirmation by unusual feelings or some 
outstanding event that will bolster their faith. Other peo­
ple go the route of worry—worry is disbelief, an insult to 
God’s providential care.

Jesus condemned the people’s desire for a substitute 
for faith: “A wicked and adulterous generation asks for a 
miraculous sign!”(v. 39). Why did Jesus speak so harshly? 
Because those people were asking for the same kind of 
sensationalism with which Satan tempted Jesus in the 
wilderness—to prove to everyone that Jesus was the 
Christ.

We don’t need any more signs or miracles—just plain 
repentance by faith, simple trust in God. Jesus said, “The 
men of Nineveh will stand up at the judgment with this 
generation and condemn it; for they repented at the 
preaching of Jonah, and now one greater than Jonah is 
here” (Luke 11:32). When Jonah announced God’s wrath 
toward sin, Nineveh realized her great spiritual need for 
God. They repented of their sins and sought God’s for­
giveness. We don’t need more proofs. We simply need to 
acknowledge our sins and seek God’s pardon. Repen­
tance shows up in the continued actions of our behavior. 
Repentance goes beyond emotions to the will. Repen­
tance creates a sorrow for what we are—not simply a re­
morse for what w e’ve done.

II. We Want Proof as a Basis for the Truth of 
God

The men were saying to Jesus, “We want a special sig­
nal in order to recognize truth.”

Jesus was saying, “You need to recognize truth when 
you see it.”

They demanded additional advantage, but Jesus said to 
them, (read v. 42).

Clamoring for a sign, they made a basic mistake. They 
wanted to see God in the abnormal.

Jesus used the queen of Sheba as an illustration. She 
traveled from Ethiopia to Jerusalem to learn about God. 
We have the truth of the gospel at our doorsteps and at 
our fingertips. She went with pressures of political office. 
We let little things interfere with our allegiance to God. 
She went to hear Solomon, though uninvited. We have re­
ceived invitation after invitation to come to One greater 
than Solomon—Jesus.

We don’t need miraculous signs for proof. We need to 
accept the truth that we already know.
ILLUS. A fellow said to a church leader, “I don’t agree 
with you on what constitutes sin.”

The leader replied, “You don’t have to. Just repent for 
what you know is sin!”

Those Pharisees and teachers of the law were looking 
direct at Truth and refused to accept Him. (Read Jesus’ 
response, vv. 39-40.)
ILLUS. Among all the patriarchs, prophets, and Bible he­
roes painted on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel at the 
Vatican, the most beautiful, outstanding figure is Jonah. 
Jonah’s symbol or sign testifies to the resurrection of Je­
sus Christ.

Down in the catacombs near Rome, you can see trac­
ings of early Christian art on the walls. The most familiar 
figure is the sign of Jonah—revived in recent years. The 
great fish—the sign of Jonah—became the symbol of the 
Resurrection. Today you see it displayed on bumper stick­
ers, shop windows, T-shirts, and posters. Most people do 
not know that it is the sign of Jonah.

Jesus was saying to the Pharisees: “You are asking for a 
sign. I am God’s Sign. You have failed to recognize Me.” 
Jesus is God’s Sign, just as Jonah was God’s sign or mes­
sage to Nineveh. God remains a mystery until we accept 
His revelation in Christ Jesus.

The Lord refers to Jonah’s captivity in the belly of a 
great ordained fish and his divine expulsion from it in or­
der to carry out God’s commission. The whole ordained 
fish event illustrates Jesus’ burial and resurrection. The 
resurrection of Jesus was the number one issue of the 
Early Church. The preaching of the Early Church cen­
tered on the fact of Jesus’ resurrection. The Resurrection 
was the only proof needed.

The resurrection of Jesus is sufficient proof. If the sign
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of Jonah was sufficient to make Nineveh without excuse 
before God, how much more accountable are we who 
have heard of the risen Savior.

If you insist that you can’t believe, generally it’s be­
cause you don’t want to obey. Sure, people have honest 
intellectual problems and doubts—don’t you? But too of­
ten unbelief is a screen to cover our secret disobedience.

You may say, “I don’t understand all of this.” Never hes­
itate on that account. If a man is drowning and someone 
throws him a lifejacket, he doesn’t argue: “I won’t put 
this lifejacket on until I know if it’s made from rubber, 
plastic, or cork. I must first know if the material is strong 
enough to hold m e.” No, he grasps at anything close 
enough to save him.

You don’t need special signs to believe. You need to 
grasp Him who is standing near. Jesus is the “Hand let 
down to save us”!
ILLUS. Lin Yii-t’ang, Chinese philosopher, denounced Chris­
tianity and wrote a book telling why he was a pagan. After 
the passing of many years, he discovered life to be barren. He 
returned to the Christian faith and to Jesus Christ of the 
Cross. He wrote another book explaining why he had turned 
to Christ in desperation. One chapter ends with these tri­
umphant words: “Put out the candles! The Sun is up!”

Yes, Jesus is alive and available to you!

III. We Want Proof Instead of the Presence of 
God

The critics were saying, “We want something spectacu­
lar to hold us over in Your absence.”

Jesus illustrated with a little story. (Read vv. 43-45.)
This story has been called the parable of the haunted 

house. The empty house represents the heart of a person 
trying to reform himself. Notice, “It finds the house unoc­
cupied, swept clean and put in order” (v. 44)—immacu­
late but empty. Such a person longs to be free of evil in­
fluences. He removes the rubbish from his life. He breaks 
bad habits. He externally cleans up his life. However, sud­
denly the sin nature turns and is worse than before.

Why did that person fail? He failed because he fixed his 
mind on the evil to be driven away instead of on the 
good that should take its place. He focused his attention 
on the weeds instead of on the harvest of wheat. Nega­
tive religion always ends in failure!

The truth of this story warns us that life does not exist 
in a vacuum. A good moral man remarks, “I ’ve never

done anything wrong or bad.” Yet, he is unable to point 
to any positive good for the kingdom of God. Nothing­
ness is dangerous.

The point of the parable is painfully clear. A person 
purged of evil must be filled. Something or someone will 
fill the emptiness. What will fill the vacuum? The Bible 
says, “Him that knoweth to do good, and doeth it not, to 
him it is sin” (James 4:17, k jv ) .

ILLUS. Dr. Jung, noted psychiatrist, said, “The central 
neurosis of our time is emptiness.” Since he wrote that 
statement, he himself has become a Christian. He has ac­
cepted Jesus as the Lord to fill the void in his own life!

It is not enough to empty yourself of evil. You must be 
filled with the Spirit of Christ. You must not only be ster­
ilized from sin but also made fruitful for the Master. 
Therefore, our aim is not only the absence of evil but also 
the positive presence of Jesus abiding within.

You don’t need signs or miracles to sustain you. You 
need the presence of Jesus. He does not have to prove 
His presence by some special kind of feeling, gift, or mir­
acle. His presence and love are self-evident. By faith I take 
Jesus. I can have the consciousness that wherever I go, 
God is there!

Don’t look for a sign. Look for Jesus. Are you telling 
yourself, “I’ve tried before and just can’t make it”? If you 
fell into a ditch, you wouldn’t say, “I’ve tried to walk, but 
I’ve failed. I’m going to stay in here.” No, you would keep 
trying to walk.

Are you telling yourself, “I can’t hold out”? You don’t 
have to hold out or hold on or turn loose. We simply 
come by faith in Jesus. He promises to help us moment 
by moment.

Are you telling yourself, “I will becom e a Christian 
some other time”? The devil doesn’t care if you feel con­
victed for your sin or not. If he can get you to postpone 
your decision, he figures to win the battle. The Bible 
teaches, “Now is the time of God’s favor, now is the day 
of salvation” (2 Cor. 6:2). Don’t put it off.

Are you telling yourself, “I don’t know what to do to 
become a Christian ”? First, acknowledge your sins to Je­
sus: “O Lord, I confess I have sinned. I have broken Your 
laws. I am guilty.” Second, turn from your sins and accept 
Jesus as your Savior. Trust Jesus to forgive you right now.

Are you wondering, “Can a little thing like going for­
ward change my life”? No! Jesus Christ changes us. He 
makes us children of God.
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DO YOU WANT TO BE JESUS’ FAMILY?
by Randal E. Denny 

Matt. 12:46-50 
Cf. Mark 3:31-35; Luke 8:19-21 

July 14, 1996

INTRO:
The hostess conducting the party in her home had a lit­

tle six-year-old girl. As the ladies arrived for the party, the 
mother put her little girl in a back room and instructed 
her to stay there. The child played alone but finally got 
very bored. After a long time, she stuck her head out the 
door and complained, “Mama, don’t any of these women 
have a home?”

That’s how Jesus’ mother and brothers felt. Teachers of 
the law and Pharisees tagged along with Jesus. At first cu­
rious, they evolved into hecklers. An increasing number 
of disciples surrounded Jesus day after day. Crowding in­
to houses where Jesus visited, they zealously learned 
more about the kingdom of God. It seemed everyone 
pushed and shoved to get a closer look at Jesus or to hear 
His words more clearly.

How did Jesus’ family feel? His mother and brothers 
stood outside wishing everyone would go home so Jesus 
could return to be with His family.

Jesus mildly rebuked His impatient family. They must 
not restrict and reorder His life as they think best. He had 
come to serve God—not to conserve himself. He asked, 
“Who is my mother, and who are my brothers?” Pointing 
to the circle of attentive disciples, Jesus said, “Here are 
my mother and my brothers. For whoever does the will 
of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and moth­
er” (w. 48-50).

Jesus forever closed the door on the idea of kinship 
with Him by racial or hereditary lineage. Here He taught 
three important facts.

I. We Know Jesus by Personal Quest
No one becomes a child of God by human parentage. 

God has no grandchildren. We only know Him by seeing 
Him ourselves in Jesus.

The Holy Spirit leaves no hand-me-downs or religious 
heirlooms. Parents may act as spiritual guardians and ad­
visers, provide religious training, and demonstrate a good 
Christian example. However, each person must come to 
Jesus individually. Tragically, some people seeking happi­
ness pass up what is available right under their own roof.

An ancient Persian named A1 Hafed owned a large 
farm. By standards of his day, he was a contented and 
wealthy man.

A traveling priest visited A1 Hafed one evening. He 
spoke about spectacular diamonds found in distant lands. 
Diamonds would make a man extremely rich.

Suddenly, A1 Hafed was a discontented man. He sold 
his farm, left his family, and set out to find diamonds. He 
searched to the ends of civilization without success. Dis­
couraged, discontented, penniless, and in rags, A1 Hafed 
threw himself into the sea and drowned.

Meanwhile, back at the farm, the new owner of A1 
Hafed’s fields had taken possession. One day, leading his

camel to drink from a clear brook, he noticed a curious 
glimmer. Reaching into the water, he pulled out a 
stone—a diamond in the rough. As he stirred around in 
the sand, his finger uncovered other diamonds. While A1 
Hafed was plodding his weary path in search of riches, 
he had left behind literally “acres of diamonds.”

Friends, don’t be too quick to throw aside the faith of 
your early years. You can find the richness of Jesus Christ 
and experience His joy if you will seek Him right where 
you are.

We often put the demands of discipleship in fine 
print—for fear w e’ll scare away uncommitted “pros­
pects.’’ Jesus said, “If anyone would come after me, he 
must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me” 
(Matt. 16:24). You can’t fool a person into the kingdom 
of God. Each one must seek and find Jesus for himself. 
Each one must personally pay the price of repentance.

When a person really seeks and finds God, nothing can 
shake him. Daniel chose rather to be cast into the lions’ 
den with God than to live in the palace without Him.

II. We Know Jesus by Hearing and Obeying 
God’s Will

Jesus turned away from His m other and brothers. 
Pointing to the disciples sitting at His feet, He demon­
strated that we really get to know Him by hearing and 
obeying God’s Word.

At this point, none of Jesus’ brothers believed Him to be 
the Messiah. Later, James and Jude both became followers 
of Jesus and writers of the New Testament letters bearing 
their names. However, they did not become Christians be­
cause they were Jesus’ brothers. They became Christians 
because they heard and obeyed God’s Word.

The Old Testament had been handed down through 
parental lineage. The new covenant would be applied in­
dividually. God’s family extends beyond the bounds of 
blood or race. The fellowship of believers includes all 
who hear and obey God’s will. Entering the kingdom of 
God, we enter into the family of all the saints in heaven 
and earth. Jesus said, “If you love me, you will obey what 
I command” (John 14:15). Those who love Jesus find 
great fellowship together. An early martyr said, “A Chris­
tian’s only relatives are the saints.”

Obedience binds all of Jesus’ disciples together and 
binds them to himself. Good works do not save us. How­
ever, the way to heaven goes the way of obedience to 
God. Come to Jesus; listen to His voice; and do what He 
says.

Don’t bother to give God instructions. Simply report 
for duty. Jesus teaches all who obey Him. We learn as we 
obey.
ILLUS. Dr. Jonathan Goforth spoke at a prayer meeting 
where attendance was skimpy. The pastor apologized, 
“Why don’t people come to pray?”
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The old veteran replied, “Because they don’t believe 
God. If they really believed He meets with us when we 
gather in His name, and if they loved Him, nothing could 
keep them away. ”
ILLUS. A Scottish minister in a highland village made a 
pastoral call on a couple. He wished to encourage them 
to deeper commitment to God. He walked through their 
gate, passed the well-kept garden, and knocked at the 
door. When the lady of the house opened her door, he re­
moved his hat and asked, “Does Jesus live here?”

Taken back, the lady didn’t quite know how to re­
spond or what to say. So he asked again, “Does Jesus live 
here?”

She dismissed herself for a moment and ran back to her 
husband at the back of the house: “John, the minister is 
here. He asked a strange question. John, he asked, ‘Does 
Jesus live here?’”

Her husband replied, “Mary, did you tell him that on 
the Lord’s day we go to church—and we put money in 
the plate? Did you tell him that, Mary?”

“Aye, aye,” said Mary. “I thought of that, John. But the 
minister asked, “Does Jesus live here?’ And that’s differ­
ent, John, that’s different!”

It is different. God doesn’t need our money. He wants 
us. He desires obedience, not sacrifice. We must be will­
ing to learn.

III. We Know Jesus by Close Fellowship with 
Him

To be in Jesus’ family means to be surrendered to His 
will. As we yield ourselves totally to God, the Holy Spirit 
within empowers us. In His power, we enjoy fellowship 
with Jesus Christ. Before being martyred by Hitler, Pastor 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote: “It is wrong to speak of the 
Christian life; we should speak rather of Christ living in us!” 

The holy life is the surrendered life, the Spirit-filled life, 
the sin-cleansed life, the empowered life. God calls us to 
be holy as He is holy. Holiness is for Christlike behavior. 
ILLUS. Many powerless Christians resemble the farmer 
who often remarked: “On the whole, I’m a pretty good 
man. I’ve cheated a little, and sometimes I get mad and 
swear. But then I’m honest most of the time. I rarely go to 
church, but I give some money to the poor. I never get 
drunk. So, on the whole, I think I have a pretty high bat­
ting average with the Lord.”

One day he hired a man to build a fence around his 
field. He gave careful instructions on how he wanted it 
done. Upon completion, he asked the hired man if it had 
been done according to orders.

The hired man said: “I t ’s pretty well built on the 
whole. I can’t say it’s perfect—just a good, average fence. 
There are some weak spots, but other places are ex­
trastrong. I left a little gap here and there, but I made up 
for it by doubling the wire in other places. On the whole,

I would have to say that I have a pretty good average as a 
fence builder.”

The farmer was furious: “That fence is no good! The 
cattle  will tear down the weak places and go right 
through those gaps without effort. That’s a lousy fence!” 

Isn’t it strange that average fences are not acceptable, 
while average lives are presumed acceptable? Jesus ex­
pects more!

You may be committed to a project but not be surren­
dered to it. You may be committed in marriage by solemn 
vows but not be inwardly surrendered to your partner. A 
soldier may be outwardly committed to military service 
but not be inwardly surrendered to it.

You may try to be a Christian because you know you 
ought to be one. You may have asked God to forgive your 
sins—and inwardly not be surrendered to Jesus. Surren­
der is God’s answer. More than a begrudging commit­
ment, surrender is the happy yielding of ourselves to 
God’s love and will.
ILLUS. A Roman historian told of a man who sent a pres­
ent to Caesar while he was leading a rebellion against 
Caesar. Caesar returned the gift with the instructions: 
“First, yield obedience; and then make presents.”

If you’ve made up your mind to serve God, yield your 
obedience to Him now. Surrender everything—including 
yourself. I urge you “to offer your bodies as living sacri­
fices, holy and pleasing to God ” (Rom. 12:1).

Jesus said, “For whoever does the will of my Father in 
heaven is my brother and sister and m other” (Matt. 
12:50). We are Jesus’ true family when we have surren­
dered to “his good . . . and perfect will” (Rom. 12:2).

. I was sure I had 
a Bible here, somewhere!”
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THE MIRACLE OF SUFFICIENCY
by Randal E. Denny 

John 6:1-14; cf. Matt 14:13-21;
Mark 6:30-44; Luke 9:10-17 

July 21, 1996

INTRO:
The disciples huddled together, recognizing their em­

barrassment that afternoon: “All those hungry people out 
there wanting bread—and us with no dough.”

The feeding of the 5,000 is the only miracle to appear 
in all four Gospels. It demonstrated the miracle of God’s 
promise (2 Cor. 12:9).

Jesus came, not to amaze spectators, but to satisfy the 
hunger of the human heart.

I. Notice the Selfish Crowd (w . 1-5)
A. The crowd was huge. This well-documented mira­
cle took place, not in the presence of a few, but before 
the eyes of a great crowd of people. John tells us it in­
cluded 5,000 men alone.

B. The crowd was hungry. They had walked all day. Je­
sus had sailed across the lake, but the people hiked 
around the north end. They came to Jesus late in the 
day after a long day’s walk—and they were hungry.
C. The crowd was selfish. John specifically noted: 
“The Jewish Passover Feast was near” (v. 4). These trav­
elers were making their annual pilgrimage to Jerusalem 
for the Passover Feast—only men were required to go.

Obscured in the unspoken cultural traditions is the 
fact that every pilgrim to the Holy City carried a wicker 
basket strapped on his shoulders—a Jewish backpack 
called a koffeno. Every traveling Jew  carried his kof­
feno  for a reason: Jew s had strict regulations about 
food. Their food must be prepared in a prescribed way 
and blessed in the name of the Lord God. Therefore, 
traveling Jews always carried their koffeno especially 
fitted with kosher food. Kosher foods are still available 
to Jews today.

John again m entions these backpacks w hen the 
apostles gathered up and filled the “twelve baskets 
with the pieces . . . left over by those who had eaten’’ 
(v. 13). What does this mean? Most of the pilgrims 
were unwilling to share with those who had little or no 
food. Evidently Jesus and His disciples had empty back­
packs, because they used them as leftover containers. 
The crowd sat, pretending to be empty-handed.

Our world is full of people with a deep spiritual 
hunger. Who helps them? When the basket of finance 
is passed among religious people, some sit there with­
out contributing: “Sorry, but I have nothing to share!”

II. Notice the Searching Question (w . 5-6)
Jesus never asked, “How much will it cost?” He was 

asking, “Where are your resources, Philip?” Why did Jesus 
ask this question? To help Philip discover his inadequate 
understanding of God’s sufficiency. “He asked this only to 
test him.”

Jesus does not ask, “How much can you afford to build

My Church?” He asks, “Where will you turn for the re­
sources for your spiritual needs?”

When we ask, “How much?’Jesus interrupts by asking, 
“Where are your resources? To whom will you turn? Who 
is the source of your sufficiency?” After all, whom do we 
serve?

III. Notice the Sad Reply (v. 7)
Philip thinks too narrowly: “Have a bite!” He could only 

see the inadequacy of his own little wallet. Beyond his 
tiny, half-empty bag of money, Philip could see no hope 
on the horizon.

I am faced with feeding 5,000 traveling men. If I ask an 
atheist, “What shall I do?” his first question would be: 
“How much money do you have?”

If our Christian service depends only on our resources, 
w e’ll never have enough. Learn to rely on God. He loves 
to explode the myths of our small thoughts.

Matthew records an additional insight (14:14-16).
Philip thought it was a good idea to send the people 

away. Instead, Jesus invited them to join Him for dinner. 
Today Jesus says to us: “Your neighbors and friends are 
spiritually malnourished. They need the Bread of Life. 
Don’t send them away. Give them something to eat.” 
Without Jesus, the 5,000 would have gone hungry. With­
out Jesus, your friends and relatives are going to hell.

Jesus insists that the crowd’s needs can be met—if we 
look beyond ourselves to the sufficiency of God’s grace.
D. L. Moody penned in the margin of his Bible next to this 
story: “When the Lord is your Partner, make your plans big!”

IV. Notice How Jesus Uses Simple Things 
(vv. 8-9)

Out of that huge crowd, one little boy offered his sack 
lunch to Jesus. Jesus’ touch gives simple things a gran­
deur.

Five barley loaves and two small fish! In that culture it 
equaled crackers and peanut butter. Only farm animals 
and the very poor ate barley in Jesus’ day. Dried fish was 
an ordinary snack—nothing you would serve to company 
around Galilee.

Jesus liked to use common, ordinary things—and peo­
ple. God does amazing things with committed common 
folk—more than all the modern “Christian stars” put to­
gether.

Like Andrew, we ask, “But how far will they go among 
so many?” (v. 9). While you’re wondering, Jesus says, 
“Bring them here to m e” (Matt. 14:18). That’s all He 
asks—bring to Him what we have.

V. Notice How Jesus Uses Surrendered Gifts 
(v v .10-11)

Have you ever thought about the mechanics of “Opera­
tion Food”? I’m sure Jesus would bring the element of 
faith into it.
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Jesus took those five loaves and broke them up and 
placed a piece of barley into each of the 12 backpacks. 
Taking two fish, He broke them into equal pieces and dis­
tributed about one-sixth of a fish into each backpack. As 
the disciples went down the rows, each person reached 
into the backpack to be served. The disciple himself had 
to exercise faith at this point. He had to feed approxi­
mately 415 persons from one-sixth of a little fish and 
from two-fifths of a barley loaf.

Andrew walks up to the first man on the front row and 
offers him the backpack. The man reaches in and pulls 
out his portions. Andrew knows enough about mathe­
matics to know the backpack should now be empty. 
Without peeking, Andrew stepped up to the next person 
and made the same offer. Lo, he, too, had something to 
eat. It took faith just to keep on going to the next person. 
Surely his piece of fish and bread would run out—but An­
drew kept walking in obedience to Jesus. There was al­
ways sufficient. In fact, more than enough—seconds, 
thirds—until John wrote, they had “as much as they 
wanted” (v. 11).

Corrie ten Boom told of an experience during her im­
prisonment under Hitler’s Nazi Germany for helping Jews 
escape:

Another strange thing was happening. The [vitamin] 
bottle was continuing to produce drops. It scarcely 
seemed possible, so small a bottle, so many doses a 
day. Now, in addition to Betsie, a dozen others on our 
pier were taking it.

My instinct was always to hoard it—Betsie was grow­
ing so very weak! But the others were ill as well. It was 
hard to say no to eyes that burned with fever, hands 
that shook with chill. I tried to save it for the very weak­
est—but even those soon numbered 15, 20, 25. . . .

And still, every time I tilted the little bottle, a drop 
appeared at the tip of the glass stopper. It just couldn’t 
be! I held it up to the light, trying to see how much 
was left, but the dark brown glass was too thick to see 
through.

“There was a woman in the B ib le ,” Betsie said, 
“whose oil jar was never empty.” She turned to it in the 
Book of [First] Kings, the story of the poor widow of 
Zarephath who gave Elijah a room in her house: “The 
jar of meal wasted not, neither did the cruse of oil fail, 
according to the word of Jehovah, which he spake by 
Elijah” [a s v ] .

Well—but—wonderful things happened all through 
the Bible. It was one thing to believe that such things 
were possible thousands of years ago, another to have 
it happen now, to us, this very day. And yet it hap­

pened this day and the next, and the next, until an 
awed little group of spectators stood around watching 
the drops fall onto the daily rations of bread.

Many nights I lay awake in the shower of straw dust 
from the mattress above, trying to fathom the marvel 
of supply lavished upon us. “Maybe,” I whispered to 
Betsie, “only a molecule or two really gets through that 
little pinhole—and then in the air it expands!”

I heard her soft laughter in the dark. “Don’t try too 
hard to explain it, Corrie. Just accept it as a surprise 
from a Father who loves you.”*

VI. Notice the Satisfied Servants (vv. 12-13)
Two beautiful lessons stand out here.
A. Jesus always takes care of His workers. When all 
had plenty, 12 basketsful were left over— 1 for each of 
the 12 disciples. He promises to supply their needs: 
“Seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all 
these things will be given to you as well” (Matt. 6:33).
B. God often rewards us and blesses us through the 
people whom we have served. These backpacks were 
empty or near empty when they finished serving the 
people. The leftovers were not left in the packs. They 
were handed back by those who had received from 
them.

The word for “pieces” in Jesus’ command, “Gather 
the pieces that are left over,” is the word peah. Jewish 
custom dictated that if the service was good, the diner 
left some food for the servants. Today we call it the 
“TIPS”—the acrostic for “To Insure Proper Service.” The 
peah  was the TIPS for those who had served, given by 
the people who had received dinner from their hands.

That is one of the greatest rewards of Christian ser­
vice. Those whom you have helped, have won to Jesus, 
have nourished on God’s Word shall often pay back un­
expected dividends. What untold blessings flow from 
the hearts of God’s people! In fact, more than TIPS, 
“Great is your reward in heaven” (Matt. 5:12).

Matthew wrote, “They all ate and were satisfied” 
(14:20). Again and again our limited needs are met by 
Jesus’ endless resources.

Don’t you wonder what the little boy said to his 
mother that night? His eyes big with excitement, he 
told how his barley loaves and fish multiplied in Jesus’ 
strong hands until a vast crowd was fed to sufficiency. 
Perhaps with a grin, he asked, “Mom, I wonder if it 
would be like that with everything I give to Jesus?”

’Corrie ten Boom with John and Elizabeth Sherrill, The Hiding Place (Old Tap- 
pan, N.J.: Fleming H. Revell Co., 1971), 202-3.
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CONQUEST OVER DOUBT
by Randal E. Denny 

Matt. 14:22-33 
Cf. Mark 6:45-52; John 6:16-21 

July 28, 1996

INTRO:
When election night was over, incumbent U.S. Senator 

Frank J. Lausche’s long career had ended. At 72 years of 
age, the senator said in his concession speech, “The 
world is changing.”

Our world is changing drastically. Old landmarks have 
been torn down. Long-accepted ideas have often ended 
up obsolete. Doubts have settled like a ground fog—but 
the Sun of Righteousness remains in His chartered course.

In Arlington National Cem etery rests the grave of 
William Jennings Bryan, that great statesman who stood 
solidly for Jesus. On his simple gravestone are engraved 
these words: “Lord, I believe; help Thou my unbelief.”

Most of us have breathed that same prayer. With chang­
ing scenes, doubts arise. Any thinking Christian has to ad­
mit: “Lord, I believe. Help Thou my unbelief.”

Roy Stults, editor of World Mission magazine, saw a 
sign on a college campus, placed beside the lake: “Please 
do not walk on the water.” It seems people are afraid of 
the impossible. Jesus walked on the waters of fear and 
doubt to help His disciples. It is the story of conquest 
over doubt.

I. Doubts Come When Conflict and Frustration 
Arise
Having fed 5,000 men from five barley loaves and two 

fish, Jesus told His disciples to sail over to Capernaum. Je­
sus went off to be alone and to pray on a mountain at the 
north end of the lake. While the disciples sailed toward 
Capernaum, their headquarters, a storm arose. Storms 
even lash out at those following Jesus.

“But the boat was already a considerable distance from 
land, buffeted by the waves because the wind was against 
it” (v. 24).

When we get our eyes on the waves, frustration builds. 
If we will remember that Jesus sent us, doubts and fears 
become unnecessary baggage.

To make matters worse, “the wind was against it .” 
They faced head winds. Rowing in such conditions 
makes it difficult to keep a boat headed into the wind, 
much less to make progress. As they sailed, they had to 
tack back and forth. The state of the art of sailing did not 
allow them to go upwind very much.

Questions began to take their toll: “If Jesus wanted us 
here, why did He let this storm come up?”

T h ere’s a difference betw een doubt and unbelief. 
Doubt is “I can’t believe.” Unbelief is “I won’t believe.” 
Doubt is honesty. Unbelief is stubbornness. Doubt looks 
for light. Unbelief is content to remain in darkness.

It’s bad to suppress doubts. It’s better to face them 
honestly.

II. Doubts Bring Darkness to the Spirit
Night had fallen over the struggling disciples. The

storm seemed at its worst during the fourth watch—from 
3 a .m . to 6 a .m . Doubts pull down the shades on hope.

You may be in a time of darkness of spirit. Perhaps 
your desire to pray is gone. The Bible seems a closed 
book. There’s no conscious sense of God’s presence. You 
feel emotionally dry and unmoved. Faith is but a dim 
memory.
ILLUS. Cardinal Manning experienced a great depression 
and darkening of his faith. During that time, he went into a 
bookstore and saw one of his own books advertised, titled 
Faith in God. Waiting for a copy of his book to be sent up 
from the storeroom, he heard a clerk call up from the base­
ment, “Manning’s Faith in God all gone!”

It’s folly to say, “Lord, I will never doubt You again.” 
You may be forced to retract that statement or be dishon­
est. To question is not to destroy your relationship with 
God. Only as you repudiate His work in your heart does 
His Spirit recede. Even when you sincerely question, God 
does not withdraw His Spirit.

III. Jesus Comes to Us Above Our Doubts
“During the fourth watch of the night Jesus went out 

to them, walking on the lake” (v. 25). In those long, dark, 
distressing hours of storm and doubt and danger, Jesus 
saw His disciples—even though they didn’t see Him. “He 
saw the disciples straining at the oars, because the wind 
was against them” (Mark 6:48).

A. Jesus came during their darkest hours. He al­
ways does! In my moments of deepest distress and doubt 
and questioning, even when I don’t sense Him near, Jesus 
has promised, “Lo, I am with you alway” (Matt. 28:20, k jv ) .

B. Jesus cam e striding across the distressing  
waves. What seems our point of doubt is nothing for the 
Master. He steps right over and comes to our side.
ILLUS. Ancient Egyptians had no alphabet. Their hiero­
glyphics were little pictures that portrayed ideas. The 
Egyptian hieroglyphic to express the idea of impossibility 
was a picture of two feet walking on waves. Jesus special­
izes in the impossible.

C. Jesus called those disciples in the darkness: 
“Take courage! It is I. Don’t be afraid” (v. 27). Seeing 
someone mysteriously approaching over the water put 
fear in them. They thought it must be a ghost! But Jesus 
called a word of assurance. Sometimes we fail to recog­
nize Jesus as He comes to us through the storms. In His 
own way, He calls: “Take courage! It is I. Don’t be afraid.” 
Jesus is standing near.

The Bible urges: “Be strong and courageous. Do not be 
terrified; do not be discouraged, for the Lo r d  your God 
will be with you wherever you go” (Josh. 1:9).

Peter called out, “Lord, if it’s you . . . tell me to come 
to you on the water” (v. 28). Peter was not so eager for a 
miracle as he was eager to be with Jesus. His request was
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not for showmanship, but the response of impulsive love. 
“Lord, let me come close to You!” Jesus knows us. What 
may sound like poor judgment or impulsive reaction, Je­
sus knows is our intense devotion to Him.

D. Jesus invites us to come to Him. In that dark 
hour, Jesus invited Peter, “Come” (v. 29). Jesus never even 
hinted for Peter to reason it out first, but: “Come. Step 
out on faith!”

Never let what you don’t know disturb your faith in 
what you do know. You cannot rationally explain the ex­
perience of hearing a Beethoven symphony by analyzing 
the sheep gut of violin strings. You cannot explain the ex­
perience of majesty in hearing Handel’s Messiah sung 
over television by analyzing the kilowatts involved.

The invitation to the honest seeker is, “Taste and see 
that the Lo r d  is good” (Psa. 34:8).

IV. We Make Our Way Through Our Doubts by 
Keeping Our Eyes on Jesus

When Jesus beckoned, Peter stepped out into the un­
known by faith in Jesus’ word. He, too, did the impossi­
ble! Peter walked on water toward Jesus, though he 
couldn’t explain it.

Peter was doing quite well as he approached Jesus. 
Suddenly, he looked away from the Lord. Maybe Andrew 
warned him about a big wave advancing on his starboard 
side. Seeing the wind and waves, the swirling, tossing 
storm, Peter was overcome by doubt and fear. Down he 
went. A person begins to sink the minute he ceases to 
look up to Jesus.

In moments of doubt, you may get mixed up about 
what to believe. But if you’ll focus on Jesus again, you 
will get straightened out. What really counts is not “What 
do I believe?” but “Whom do I trust?” Put your faith in 
God—not in people or even the organized church. Keep 
your eyes on Jesus. He will not let you down!
ILLUS. George Whitefield asked a man, “What do you be­
lieve?”

The man replied, “I believe what the church believes.”
Whitefield asked, “And what does your church be­

lieve?”
Again the man answered, “Oh, the church believes 

what I believe.”
Whitefield pressed, “What do you both believe?”
The man replied, “The same as each other.”
The Greek word for “doubt” means “pulled in two 

ways.” That’s what happened to Peter. Peter’s trust in Je­
sus’ power gave way to his working knowledge of the 
power of the storm. But the storm did not endanger Pe­

ter; his littleness of faith did that. Doubts overwhelmed 
Peter.

Peter then prayed the shortest prayer in the Bible: 
“Lord, save me!” (v. 30). You can’t cut any word out of 
that prayer and get the same thing! The Greek text 
means, “Lord, save me, and do it quickly!” Poor Peter al­
ways seems to be falling, but he never finally failed. Al­
ways in his moment of failure, Peter clutched for Jesus.

The wonderful thing about Peter is that every time he 
fell, he rose again by faith. Even his failures brought him 
closer to Jesus. A saint is not someone who never falls, 
but a person who gets up and goes on again every time 
he fails. Peter’s failure made him love Jesus even more.

V. The Presence of Jesus Conquers over 
Doubt

Poor Peter, slipping beneath the waters of the storm in 
his doubts! But Jesus reached down and took hold of 
him. In spite of our doubts, Jesus rescues and keeps us.

While you may founder in doubts and frustrations, Je­
sus is standing by to reach down and set your feet on the 
solid Rock. Paul testified, “I know whom I have believed, 
and am convinced that he is able to guard what I have en­
trusted to him for that day” (2 Tim. 1:12). Look to Jesus 
through the fog of your doubts!

Jesus and Peter walked together over the storm toward 
the boat. Turning to Peter, Jesus asked, “You of little faith 
. . . why did you doubt?” (v. 31). “Peter, what made you 
lose your nerve like that?” Jesus didn’t rebuke Peter for 
his request to walk on the water, but for his unbelief.

We imperil ourselves when we take our eyes off Jesus 
and concentrate on our weaknesses, worries, and tempta­
tions. In Jesus, we have an ongoing victory over tenden­
cies that would pull us down. Jesus doesn’t rebuke us for 
attempting too much, but for trusting Him too little. No 
one can live in doubt when he has prayed in faith.

When Jesus picked up Peter, drenched like an old shag­
gy dog, I don’t think Jesus was scolding, “You of little 
faith . . . why did you doubt?” I think Jesus was smiling 
and amused—laughing with Peter!
ILLUS. The terrified passengers huddled together one 
night in the sailing ship’s main cabin. Their safety seemed 
threatened by the storm. Finally a passenger got the cour­
age to crawl up on deck. Moments later he came back 
with a new glint of hope in his eyes. “We re going to 
make it. In the flash of the lightning, I caught a glimpse 
of the skipper’s face, and he was smiling.”

Jesus lifts you with His loving arms out of the angry 
waves. Love conquers doubt!
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THE BREAD OF LIFE
by Randal E. Denny 

John 6:22-26, 30-35, 41-42, 48-59 
August 4, 1996

INTRO:
After feeding the 5,000 pilgrims returning from Jerusa­

lem with five loaves of bread and two fish, Jesus told His 
disciples to take a boat ride across the lake to Caper­
naum, His headquarters. He would meet them later. First, 
He must spend some time alone in prayer.

During that night, the traveling pilgrims went to sleep 
on a full stomach. The disciples of Jesus battled a terrify­
ing storm in their little sailboat. Sometime during the 
fourth watch, Jesus came to them, walking on the water. 
Peter, in his impetuous way, wanted to walk to Jesus. So, 
by Jesus’ invitation, Peter miraculously walked toward Je­
sus on the water until his doubts got the best of him. At 
last, Jesus and His 12 disciples landed safely on shore.

On that bright morning, the pilgrims began searching 
for Jesus. He had last been seen walking alone in the hills, 
and His disciples had set sail in their boat without Jesus. 
How surprised they were to find Jesus with them in Ca­
pernaum! The huge crowd still wanted to acclaim Jesus 
as King. They had hopes of another tremendous banquet 
at the miraculous hands of Jesus.

The excited crowds hoped to see more signs and mira­
cles to bolster their faith in Jesus as the coming Messiah. 
The superficial crowd issued their ultimatum to Jesus: “If 
You do it our way, w e’ll have faith in You!” It sounds as if 
they were selling their votes.

Jesus confronted them, “You are looking for me, not 
because you saw miraculous signs but because you ate 
the loaves and had your fill” (v. 26).

As Jesus emphasized the spiritual demands of disciple- 
ship, the huge crowd lost interest. When He fed their 
bodies, they thought He was special. They wanted Him 
for their King! People generally expected the Messiah to 
usher in a social order of Jewish superiority and benevo­
lence—a way to get bread without working.

Jesus issued a sharp rebuke: “You are looking for me, 
not because you saw miraculous signs but because you 
ate the loaves and had your fill. ”

The Jews asked: “What miraculous sign then will you 
give that we may see it and believe you? What will you do? 
Our forefathers ate the manna in the desert; as it is writ­
ten, He gave them bread from heaven to eat’”(w. 30-31).

Jesus corrected their error—Moses didn’t give bread at 
all. God had done it! In fact, the Israelites murmured 
against Moses because they had to eat manna, the bread­
like provision. Jesus added, “It is my Father who gives 
you the true bread from heaven. For the bread of God is 
he who comes down from heaven and gives life to the 
world. . . .  I am the bread of life. He who comes to me 
will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will nev­
er be thirsty” (w. 32-33, 35).

Jesus follows this theme throughout His discourse on 
the Bread of Life, including most of John 6. In it, Jesus ap­
plies the theme to himself as the Bread of Life. Bread is

the staple food in the village. Every meal consists of 
bread eaten with some other food to add flavoring.

The villager eats his meal by breaking off small pieces 
of bread and dipping them in the common dish.
ILLUS. Saturday, February 4, 1995, was the birthday of our 
daughter, Shelley. We offered to take her and her husband 
to dinner at a place of her choosing. Shelley wanted to try 
something different. She selected the Marrakesh, a Moroc­
can restaurant. The style of eating was exactly the same as 
in the culture of Jesus’ day. Our tabletop served as our plate. 
Various kinds of dishes were served, such as rice and lamb 
shish kebab, flavored vegetables, meatballs, and sauces. A 
basket of bread was passed around. The bread became our 
only utensils for eating, beside our fingers. You must skillful­
ly work your piece of bread into the communal dish and 
come out with something on it. My bread was usually only 
flavored with whatever sauces were mixed into the dishes. 
I wasn’t very good at it. But the food looked good!

The very word “bread” has strong emotional overtones 
missing in English translations. The villager says, “We are 
a people who eat bread.” He means by that, “We are poor 
and have very little else to eat.” A man does not work to 
“make a living.” Rather, he works to “eat bread ’Their lan­
guage was full of idioms referring to bread. Life itself was 
called “the eating of bread.”

I. Bread Symbolizes That Which Sustains Life
As always, bread has been a synonym for the staff of 

life. People must have bread to live—meaning the physi­
cal necessities. During Jesus’ powerful temptation in the 
wilderness, He quoted from the Book of Deuteronomy: 
“Man does not live on bread alone” (Matt. 4:4).

Bread represents all food, all nourishment for life, with­
out which death would be sure to come. Applying this 
truth to himself, Jesus said, “I have come that they may 
have life, and have it to the full” (John 10:10).
ILLUS. John T. Seamands wrote: “Among the tribal peo­
ple in the mountains of New Guinea, there is no such 
thing as bread. They have no word for bread.’ The staple 
food of these people is the sweet potato, which they eat 
two or three times a day, day in and day out. So the words 
of Jesus, ‘I am the bread of life’ (John 6:48), are translated 
as ‘I am the sweet potato of life.’ This, of course, con­
veys the real meaning of the words of Jesus and makes 
sense to the people of New Guinea.”

Faith in Jesus is not compared to admiring Him at a dis­
tance, but with digesting Him for nourishment. We are to 
assimilate Jesus and His words into our system. We are 
nourished on Him who is God’s Word: “Man does not live 
on bread alone but on every word that comes from the 
mouth of the Lo r d ” (Deut. 8:3).

II. Bread Symbolizes God’s Great Provision for 
Human Need

The Jewish pilgrims brought up the discussion of God’s
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provision in the days following the Exodus from Egypt. 
Those were times when the Israeli people hungered in 
the deserted wilderness, so God provided manna. It’s as 
though they were saying to Jesus: “Yesterday You fed us. 
Today we have come looking for another meal from You. 
All You’re giving us today is talk about having faith in You. 
Moses did better than that! He gave fresh manna every 
morning! Either produce—or we will not follow You.”

As Jesus pointed out, Old Testament manna was a gift 
from God. The strange, but nourishing breadlike substance 
always provided enough for each day’s need for each per­
son. One could gather all he or she needed for that day. But 
manna couldn’t be hoarded or kept over for another day. It 
would spoil if one tried to keep it for future provisions. 
Manna would spoil if not used immediately. Manna gave 
nourishment, but not life. It perished, and so did Israel.

Jesus announced that He was the living Bread—the 
true Bread. The Old Testament manna was only a type or 
shadow of heaven’s true Bread—Jesus Christ.

Compare the qualities of Old Testament manna with 
our New Testament Jesus—God’s true Bread. Jesus came 
from God as God’s Gift or provision for our daily needs. 
Seven times the phrase “coming down” is used in John 6. 
Jesus was saying, “Not only do I give you more than 
Moses gave your fathers, but I am the Father’s Gift!”

As enough manna was given for each day’s needs, Je­
sus, the true Bread, brings grace enough for each day’s 
needs. He emphasized often: “Don’t worry. God takes 
care of birds and flowers. You are more important to Him 
than they. Trust Me a day at a time.’’Jesus says, “It is my 
Father who gives you the true bread” (v. 32). The Greek 
present tense suggests His giving is a continual process. 
He keeps on giving day by day.

Manna perished and a whole generation of Israel died 
in the wilderness, but Jesus, the living Bread, has eternal­
ly lasting results. Jesus declared, “Heaven and earth will 
pass away, but my words will never pass away” (Matt. 
24:35). Jesus never fails!

III. Bread Symbolizes Jesus’ Mission
In three important ways, bread symbolizes Jesus’ mission.

A. Common bread emphasizes the incarnation of 
Christ. I like the way Jesus always took common, earthy, 
everyday items as lessons or illustrations or aids to memo­
ry. People in Jesus’ day ate bread twice every day. Jesus 
identifies with our workaday world. He came to walk 
among us, not to be cooped up in slightly used sanctuar­
ies.

B. Common bread reminds us that Jesus is readi­
ly available to everyone. Jesus is as accessible to us as 
a crust of bread is available to anyone in town.

What could taste better now than fresh strawberry pie? 
But it is out of season. There’s never enough at today’s 
prices for us to satisfy everyone’s appetite for strawberry 
pie. I ’m glad Jesus didn’t think of himself as strawberry 
pie. Jesus saw himself as a piece of bread—always avail­
able, in season and out of season, in hard times and good 
times, and always readily accessible.

C. C om m on b read  is b ro k en  fo r a w orld  to  
share. At the Last Supper, Jesus took bread again and 
demonstrated how He, the Bread of Life, would be bro­
ken for you and me. Brokenness says, “I am ready to be 
used.” At the Last Supper, Jesus “took bread, gave thanks 
and broke it, and gave it to them, saying, ‘This is my body 
given for you; do this in remembrance of me ” (Luke 
22:19).

When Jesus, the living Bread, died on the Cross, He suf­
fered from a broken heart. He felt broken because He 
was rejected by the people whom He loved. He felt bro­
ken because we take it all so lightly. He felt broken be­
cause people forget there is no other way under heaven 
whereby we can be saved! “How shall we escape if we ig­
nore such a great salvation?” (Heb. 2:3).

The broken bread soon to be passed among you reminds 
you that “Jesus loved you enough to be broken for you.”

“Then Jesus declared, ‘I am the bread of life. He who 
comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes 
in me will never be thirsty ” (v. 35). The habit of coming 
to Jesus is incompatible with unmet spiritual hunger and 
thirst.

The Lord’s Supper is not a banquet for those who have 
arrived, but a picnic lunch for an army on the march!
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WHY DO PEOPLE LEAVE JESUS?
by Randal E. Denny 

John 6:60-71 
August 11, 1996

INTRO:
I find great joy in being a Christian. I feel doubly 

blessed to serve the Lord as a pastor over a congregation 
whom I deeply love. Yet I am saddened by people who 
once were excited about Jesus and were faithful in serv­
ing the church. Now they no longer walk with Jesus. 
Those losses make me wonder, “Is my ministry defec­
tive?” Like every other pastor, I take it personally. “W hy 
do people leave Jesus?”

John wrote: “From this time many of his disciples 
turned back and no longer followed him” (6:66). Why 
would they leave Jesus?

Those people had witnessed miracles. They had heard 
Jesus teach with authority and had witnessed unusual 
events—yet they were reluctant to follow Him. It both­
ered Jesus, too, for He commented: “Yet you refuse to 
come to me to have life” (John 5:40). Even Jesus himself 
could not persuade everyone to follow Him. Why do peo­
ple leave Jesus?

I. Some People Leave Jesus Because of the 
Price of Discipleship

Jesus said to one group: “No one who puts his hand to 
the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom 
of God” (Luke 9:62). If you decide to follow Jesus, but 
start looking back at your old life left behind, with a 
sense of longing desire, you aren’t fit to be Jesus’ disciple.

To another group, Jesus said, “Whoever wants to save 
his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will 
find it” (Matt. 16:25). If you want to make your life count, 
you have to invest in others, not in yourself.

Jesus challenges every age: “If anyone would come af­
ter me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and 
follow m e” (Matt. 16:24). His demands cause some to 
turn away and no longer follow Jesus.

II. Some People Leave Jesus Because of Pride
Pride makes some people fearful of what others think 

of them. They hesitate to declare themselves as Chris­
tians.

Think of missed opportunities people have to say a 
word for Jesus, but their pride stops them.

Not so for one doctor, who said, “I never treat a patient 
without taking opportunity to say a word to him or her 
about what Jesus means to m e.”

III. Some People Leave Jesus Because of 
Hardness of Heart

Perhaps you have com e up against new light from 
God’s Word. You have refused to walk in the light. Your 
heart grows calloused to God’s voice.

Every time Pharaoh refused to yield to God’s instruction 
for Moses and His people, Pharaoh’s heart grew more stub­
born, calloused, and insensitive. Perhaps you have rejected 
the voice of Jesus until, even now, God has difficulty get­
ting through to your heart. Jesus emphasized: “This is why

I told you that no one can come to me unless the Father 
has enabled him” (v. 65). We can’t just reel Jesus in and out 
of our lives at our own wish. We can only respond to 
God’s invitation. Each time we ignore or reject Him, our 
hearts grow more and more hardened against God.

Don’t harden your heart to the call of Jesus.

IV. Some People Leave Jesus Because of 
Doubt

If you feel sick, you go to a physician. He looks at you 
and says, “Uh-oh.” Then he scribbles some unreadable 
Latin for a prescription. You take it to the druggist, who 
reads the note with a grim expression, then looks over 
his glasses at you, and says, “Hmmm!” You go home with 
a pill bottle to get well, convinced you are on the road to 
recovery. The medical doctor has been trained and prop­
erly licensed. You have faith in him. The druggist likewise 
has been schooled in chemistry to know the difference 
between aspirin and strychnine. You trust him.

But some people don’t trust God’s Word. The Bible in­
sists: “Unless you repent, you too will all perish” (Luke 
13:3 , 5). Repentance involves confessing to God that you 
are a sinner and that you are now exercising faith in 
God’s Word to believe He will forgive your sins. Doubt 
chooses to live by life’s unanswered questions rather than 
to live by faith in God.
ILLUS. “From this time many of his disciples turned back 
and no longer followed him” (v. 66). Many of them were 
like a man who sits with his back to the sunset.

I describe its breath-taking beauty. He says: “I don’t 
believe it. Prove it to me.”

I reply: “I can’t prove it to you. But turn around and 
look at it; it will prove itself to you.”

He replies: “I won’t. Prove it to me.”
Is he fair? . . .  He is unfair both to the sunset and . . . 

to himself.*
Don’t let doubt lead you away from Jesus!

V. Some People Leave Jesus Because of the 
Priority of Pleasure

People say: “I am enjoying life as it is. Perhaps someday 
I’ll give myself to the Lord.” The Bible speaks about “the 
pleasures of sin for a season” (Heb. 11:25 , k jv ) .  Pleasures 
don’t last. Once you discover that pleasures give no last­
ing joy, you become aware of the deep emptiness. Tem­
poral things can never satisfy our spirit. We were made 
for God—and w e’ll never feel fulfilled apart from Him.

In high school days, I played football and took swim­
ming under a tough coach, a former U.S. Navy frogman in 
World War II. He pushed discipline, practice, hard work. 
He never had room for foolishness. But his tough, severe 
demands brought out the best in us. We deeply respected 
him—and I do to this day. The delight came in winning. 
Under Coach Jack Skadden, you postponed pleasure to 
have the ultimate fun of excelling.
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Following Jesus isn’t a Sunday School picnic. He lays 
heavy claims on us and takes us through narrow passages 
and chastens whom He loves. But we find great joy in 
serving Him because w e’re on the winning side. I want 
to stay on His team!

VI. Some People Leave Jesus Because of 
Procrastination

Postponing our most important decision is dangerous. 
Satan delights when he hears you say to Jesus, “Tomor­
row, tomorrow—some other time.” Many people on the 
road of life are surprised to pass into eternity with good 
intentions, but without God. Don’t put off the most im­
portant decision of your life until it’s too late.
ILLUS. November 11, 1940, was a holiday. Around Min­
neapolis, it was duck season. Thousands of duck hunters 
huddled over the countryside waiting for the southern 
migration of ducks. About noon, it began to snow. By 3 
p. m ., a blizzard of great intensity struck the area. The 
storm shut workers off from their homes. Traffic slid to a 
stop. Nearly 100 people lost their lives as a result of that 
storm.

Bodies of duck hunters were found frozen. The reason: 
the ducks, driven by the storm, were coming out of the 
north by the thousands. Many hunters refused to leave, 
thinking that one or two more shots would be enough. 
They didn’t attempt to leave until it was too late. They 
had waited too long. Fear gripped them for a while, but 
numbness of cold brings on the frightening attitude of in­
difference. This is the last step before a freezing man lies 
down to sleep—and die.

When a person grows cold in his own soul, it bothers 
him at first. Tragically, he gets less concerned, until he 
doesn’t care whether he makes it or not. The attitude 
pervades: “I’ll put it off a little longer. I’ll wait until to­
morrow—some other time.”

Those were telling words that John recorded that day: 
“From this time many of his disciples turned back and no 
longer followed him” (v. 66). Let me ask you three ques­
tions:

A. If you walk away from Jesus, where will you 
take your sins? In the deserts of Sinai, the Israelites

com plained against God. So, a plague o f venomous 
snakes infested the camp, biting many people with their 
fangs of death. In response to their despair, God gave 
Moses a remedy—a brass snake on a pole. W hoever 
would look upon the brass snake would live and not die 
from the snakebite. Many centuries later, Jesus explained 
to Nicodemus: “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the 
desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that every­
one who believes in him may have eternal life” (John 
3:14-15). So, if you ignore Jesus, where will you take your 
sins?

B. If you walk away from Jesus, where will you 
go when sorrow comes? Sorrow will come—to every­
one. All other comforts fail and turn out to be empty 
promises. Wouldn't you really rather lean on Jesus?

C. If you walk away from Jesus, where will you 
go w hen death com es? Already some o f my close 
friends have died. It makes you stop and think about 
where they are now. If you don’t look to Jesus, where 
will you go when death comes? Jesus offers eternal life. 
Avoid the only other alternative at all costs.

“From this time many of his disciples turned back and 
no longer followed him.” The very next verses say: ‘“You 
do not want to leave too, do you?’ Jesus asked the 
Twelve.

“Simon Peter answered him, ‘Lord, to whom shall we 
go? You have the words of eternal life. We believe and 
know that you are the Holy One of God” (w. 66-69).

And to whom will you go? Jesus’ beloved parable of 
the prodigal son teaches us that you cannot come back so 
ragged that God will not clothe you, or so hungry that He 
will not feed you, or so sinful that He will not forgive 
you!

At this moment, you can ask Jesus Christ to be your 
Savior. “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and 
will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteous­
ness” (1 John 1:9).

“Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of 
eternal life. We believe and know that you are the Holy 
One of God” (w. 68-69).

*E. Stanley Jones, The Way (Garden City, N.Y.: A Doubleday Galilee Book, Dou­
bleday & Co., Inc., 1978), 23.
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SEVEN LAST WORDS OF THE CHURCH
by Randal E. Denny 

Mark 7:1-23 
Cf. Matt. 15:1-20 
August 18, 1996

INTRO:
I saw a disturbing picture with a banner emblazoned 

with homemade printing: “The Seven Last Words of 
the Church.” A cross was painted below with these sev­
en words: “We Never Did It That Way Before!”

That’s the reaction of traditionalists who are more in­
terested in the form than in the power of the gospel. 
That’s the cry of people to whom custom means more 
than evangelism.

People in one church reacted to their unexpected 
growth: “This is a little church, and we want to keep it 
that way.’’That attitude locks the church in the icy grip of 
tradition. Tradition can kill the spiritual life of the church.

Let’s be responsive to the leadership of the Holy Spirit. 
We have a world to tell about Jesus—even if “We never 
did it that way before.”

Jesus ran into this problem of calcified convention. 
Our Scripture lesson (Mark 7:1-23) sums up the great 
controversy that Jesus had with hard-core religious tradi­
tionalists. It turned out to be a head-on clash between tra­
ditional and spiritual perspectives. For the Pharisees and 
teachers of the law, religion was observing rules, regula­
tions, and rituals. For Jesus, a relationship with God was a 
matter of the heart that expresses itself in compassion 
and kindness. That clash exists yet today.

The question arose: “Why do your disciples break the 
tradition of the elders? They don’t wash their hands be­
fore they eat!” (Matt. 15:2). The issue is not about cleanli­
ness, but about an elaborate ritual to remove symbolic 
evil from their hands. They had a lot of rules that spelled 
out what was “clean” or “unclean.” In fact, so many things 
were considered “unclean” that you would invariably 
make yourself defiled by simply walking through town. 
Since Gentiles lived in Israel, the very dust touched by a 
Gentile was considered “unclean.” So the Pharisees devel­
oped an elaborate system of washings to make you 
“clean.”

This rigidity Jesus had to confront. These rules and reg­
ulations had become the essence of religion. To observe 
them was to please God. To break them was to sin. 
Therefore, Jesus clashed with traditional religion because 
it was inadequate to save this poor, needy, unclean old 
world.

I. Tradition Emphasizes the Wrong Points
The Pharisees saw only little things—unwashed hands; 

but they missed the big things—Jesus bringing hope and 
healing to broken people. Legalists focus on regulations 
rather than redeeming lost people. The ruin of modern 
Christianity is putting fussy little things ahead of the 
deep, divine, inward things of God.

The Pharisees and teachers of the law only found fault 
with Jesus. They had not gathered to learn from Him, but to 
criticize. Those religious fellows had come to judge Jesus.

That’s about as absurd as the nearsighted man and his 
wife touring the art gallery. Looking at an ornate frame 
and squinting critically at the portrait, the man said: “My 
goodness! That’s the ugliest portrait I’ve ever seen!”

His wife tugged on his sleeve. “Come along, dear. 
That’s a mirror!”

To criticize Jesus is to judge yourself.

II. Tradition, Whether Important or Not, Rules 
the Mind

The Pharisees assumed that because they washed their 
hands ceremoniously, it should always be done. No one 
knew why—it just had to be done. In fact, it was consid­
ered so serious that a person could be excommunicated 
for neglecting hand washing. I ’m sure God is pleased 
with cleanliness, but not at the price of broken fellow­
ship. However, this tradition must be carried out—and 
nobody knew why.
ILLUS. A bride served baked ham to her new husband. 
He noticed that the ends were cut off the ham. He asked 
why. She replied, “Well, that’s the way Mother always did 
it.”

The next time his mother-in-law visited, he asked her 
why she cut the ends off the ham.

She, too, replied, “That’s the way my mother always 
did it.”

When Grandma came, he inquired of her why she al­
ways sliced the ends off the hams. She said, “That’s the 
only way I could get it into my small pan.” Leaving the 
ham intact would elicit the response, “We never did it 
that way before.”

To the legalists, Jesus said, “Isaiah was right when he 
prophesied about you. . . . They worship me in vain; 
their teachings are but rules taught by men’” (w. 6-7). 
What a tragedy when we perpetuate people’s opinions in 
place of God’s Word! That’s why some people endure re­
ligion while others enjoy salvation.

Those Pharisees confused their priorities. They ne­
glected God’s commandments while they held fast to tra­
ditions of men. Jesus said: “You have let go of the com­
mands of God and are holding on to the traditions of 
men. . . . You have a fine way of setting aside the com­
mands of God in order to observe your own traditions!” 
(w. 8-9). Things that do not matter much became life- 
and-death issues with the legalists. To them, the prohibi­
tion of eating pork or rabbit was just as important as 
God’s prohibition of adultery or murder. They got it all 
mixed up. In fact, to maintain some of their traditions, 
they actually violated the commands of God.

Jesus gave them an example. God had commanded, 
“Honor your father and your mother” (v. 10). That com­
mand included caring for their needs along with giving 
respect for their elders. Moses taught in the Old Testa­
ment: “Anyone who curses his father or mother must be
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put to death” (v. 10). However, the self-centered tradition­
alists held to a custom that enabled them to avoid their 
responsibility of financial care for their parents. (Read vv. 
11-130

If your parent came and requested help, you could offi­
cially dedicate all your money and property to God and 
the Temple. Then your property would be Corban—God- 
offered, dedicated to Him. You could tell your father or 
mother: “I’m sorry, but I can’t give you anything. Every­
thing belongs to God. ” The Jews had developed a regula­
tion to bypass one of God’s Ten Commandments. Our 
priorities need to be examined in the light of God’s 
Word.

III. Tradition Governs External Religion, While 
God Deals with Our Inner Commitment

As a religious movement grows stale, its followers tend 
to emphasize external things more than inner commu­
nion with God. Jesus quoted G od’s word to Isaiah: 
“These people honor me with their lips, but their hearts 
are far from me” (v. 6).

Have you done all the expected religious things but 
found there’s no joy? Have you no vital relationship with 
God? You don’t enjoy a daily walk with Jesus. There’s no 
spiritual glow in your heart from the freshness of the 
Holy Spirit. Going to church doesn’t make you a Christian 
any more than going to a garage sale makes you an auto­
mobile. Where is your inner commitment to God?

A $10 bill got into circulation and did a lot of good. It 
helped purchase fuel for a needy old woman, helped buy 
medicine for a sick child, and even showed up in the col­
lection plate of a church one Sunday. However, it fell into 
the hands of a bank teller, who spotted it as counterfeit. 
The test is not how many good things you claim to your 
credit, but rather, can you pass inspection in God’s sight? 
He knows what you really are inside.

Jesus referred to His critics as “hypocrites” (v. 6), mean­
ing “actors.” Their outward appearances were different 
than their inner commitments to God. That’s the liability 
of the attitude that says, “We never did it that way be­
fore.”

IV. Tradition Cannot Change Our Nature, but 
God’s Grace Can

Defilement of one’s character comes from within, your 
inner nature, not from things outside. Jesus said, “Noth­
ing outside a man can make him ‘unclean’ by going into 
him. Rather, it is what comes out of a man that makes 
him unclean’” (v. 15). What you eat or what you eat out 
of has nothing to do with defiling you. Your depraved sin­
ful nature is the source of your sins—not temptations, or 
influences, or circumstances. Those things merely reveal 
what is inside you.

Jesus described the depraved nature within us. (Read 
vv. 21-23 )

Matthew’s account of this same incident has these ad­
ditional words of Jesus: “Every plant that my heavenly Fa­
ther has not planted will be pulled up by the roots” 
(15:13). Jesus is talking about eradicating, plucking up by 
the roots, that sinful nature within. The Bible teaches us, 
“The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the

devil’s work” (1 John 3:8). Born with a sinful nature, we 
are saved “through the washing of rebirth and renewal by 
the Holy Spirit” (Titus 3:5). Our only remedy is God-giv- 
en—holiness of heart and life! God’s great grace has pro­
vided for us a new nature, free from sin’s pollution. 
ILLUS. A young man sat with a friend looking out the 
window of a cafe. The youth confessed to moral decline. 
He said: “I can’t stand the kind of life I’m living. It is hell! 
I can’t live with it anymore. I’ve got to get away from it.” 

Again he pleaded: “I’ve got to have help! I’ve fallen for 
all the talk that this was the kind of life to live. But there’s 
no fun in it. And I feel dirty! Dirty! What will I do?”

The two gazed out the window toward a beautiful 
snowcapped mountain nearby. The young man contin­
ued: “I never saw anything like that. That’s the way I 
want to be—clean, like that!”

The listening friend replied, “You can be, if you will 
bring Jesus Christ into your life.”

“Oh, thank God!” the young man exclaimed. “That’s 
what I wanted to hear you say!”

Yes, the Bible gives the solution for the sin problem: 
‘“ Come now, let us reason together,’ says the L o r d . 
‘Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white 
as snow; though they are red as crimson, they shall be 
like wool’” (Isa. 1:18).

Nothing you can do will earn you God’s saving grace. 
Only what Jesus Christ has done at the Cross for you can 
bring you into a saving, loving, intimate fellowship with 
God. And He alone can cleanse your heart and fill you 
with His Spirit.

“We used to  be warned about FIRE and 
BRIMSTONE; now we’re warned about 

GLOBAL WARMING.”

U V  |VW i//

Dom’iM ic I 
Pfcocof'oJ
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TAKE YOUR BURDEN TO THE LORD!
by Randal E. Denny 

Mark 7:24-30 
Cf. Matt. 15:21-28 
August 25, 1996

INTRO:
God urges us to cast all our cares upon Him. A long pa­

rade of people still carry heavy burdens. People stagger 
under the weight of physical burdens—failing strength, 
chronic illness, or other “thorns in the flesh.” They feel 
the heavy weight of lost happiness, stifled ambitions, 
deep disappointm ents, anxiety, tem ptation, and the 
heavy burden of guilt—real and imagined. That parade 
plods by often unnoticed.
ILLUS. The preacher asked his little boy to get the big 
concordance off his desk. He was busy writing a sermon. 
So the lad went upstairs—but didn’t return. Soon the fa­
ther heard his boy sobbing. He rushed up to find the little 
boy with the large book on the floor.

“Oh, Daddy,” he cried. “I can’t carry it. It’s too heavy 
for me!”

Quickly the father picked up both his son and the big 
book in his strong arms. Later, the preacher thought to 
himself: “That’s how God deals with His children when 
they cry to Him in need. He carries both His child and his 
burdens—and there’s no need for tears anymore.”

The Syrophoenician woman carried a heartbreaking 
burden—but she refused to accept the tragic circum­
stances as inevitable. She expressed her heavy burden: 
“My daughter is suffering terribly from demon-possession” 
(Matt. 15:22). Hers had to be a heart-wrenching prayer.

News of Jesus spread like wildfire. Now here He was— 
and hope stirred within her.

Bring along your burdens, and follow this mother as 
she meets Jesus.

I. Jesus Stands Available to Your Need
(Read vv. 24-26.)
Jesus slipped north from Galilee to what today we call 

Lebanon. He needed rest. He had been surrounded by 
people. He had given himself in compassion and empa­
thy. But it was difficult to conceal Jesus from human 
need. Though weary, He was available. He never did be­
come calloused to heartaches and burdens.
ILLUS. Julia Ward Howe, composer of “The Battle Hymn 
of the Republic,” was trying to get a politician to give aid 
to a person in great need. The man in public office 
replied, “Julia, I’ve become so busy helping humanity I 
can no longer concern myself with individuals.”

Mrs. Howe responded, “Fortunately, at last report, God 
Almighty hasn’t reached that stage yet!”

Jesus has time for you and your burden today.
The woman came to Jesus in desperation. “She begged 

Jesus to drive the demon out of her daughter” (v. 26). The 
word “begged” is in a Greek tense that suggests, “She 
kept at it.” That mother wasn’t about to be turned away 
or denied. In Matthew’s account, she kept crying out, 
“Lord, Son of David, have mercy on me!”(15:22).

You may have reached the point of quiet desperation 
with your burden. Maybe you feel like the deep-sea diver 
who had just reached the ocean floor when a message 
came down from the surface ship, “Come up quick; the 
boat is sinking!’’That’s really being down in the dumps!

Abraham Lincoln told a friend during the Civil War that 
he was often driven to his knees—for there was nowhere 
else to go!

Some people lack faith and submit meekly to their 
problems. Our God is able to deliver—why settle for less?

II. Jesus Understands Your Motivation
Jesus’ response to the Greek woman seems strange to 

us. He was testing her faith and character.
Matthew’s account shows her pleading desperately at 

Jesus’ feet: “ Lord, Son of David, have mercy on me! My 
daughter is suffering terribly from demon-possession.’

“Jesus did not answer a word” (15:22-23).
Jesus tested her faith with silence. Yet she kept right 

on pleading. Sometimes it seems God is silent. His si­
lences can trouble and perplex us. Sometimes the spiritu­
al disciplines of attending church, Bible reading, and 
prayer don’t seem to bring any break in God’s silence— 
that awesome hush between heaven and our hearts.

Burdens may seem so big and heavy that we don’t even 
expect God to hear our plea. Sometimes He seems myste­
riously silent. But God is testing your faith—not your 
emotions. I don’t have the answers for those times—but I 
know He is still on His throne. He will not leave you 
alone, even when He seems silent.

The three Hebrew men refused to bow down to the false 
god of Nebuchadnezzar. With confidence, they said, “The 
God we serve is able to save us” (Dan. 3:17). When the sol­
diers bound them with ropes, marched them down the cor­
ridor to the blast furnace, I’m sure they felt that God had 
become silent! But our God understood their faith, and He 
answered in His own time and in His own way!
ILLUS. A man rushed into the pastor’s study. He grabbed 
the minister and shouted in anguish: “My son just got 
killed! Where was God when my boy got killed?”

The pastor received the answer in a flash: “Where was 
God when your boy was killed? In the same place He was 
when His Son got killed!”

Under heavy burdens, (read Ps. 28:1-2). Believe, not in 
God’s silence, but in His Word. The silence of God is al­
ways temporary, but the Word of God is unchanging and 
eternal. The silence of God challenges us to wait until His 
love reveals His response.

Jesus tested the Greek woman’s inner response. “‘First 
let the children eat all they want,’ he told her, for it is not 
right to take the children’s bread and toss it to their 
dogs.’

‘“Yes, Lord,’ she replied, but even the dogs under the 
table eat the children’s crumbs’”(w. 27-28).
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Jews considered Gentiles as “dogs.’ Jesus’ words seem 
harsh and out o f character for One who is Love Incar­
nate. But a close look at the Greek text softens the blow.

The dogs o f that day were usually scavengers and were 
generally despised by the people. The Greek word for 
such an animal was kyon and was used in various New 
Testament passages. However, the word here is kynari- 
on, which means “little dog” or “children’s pet dogs.’ The 
woman picked up Jesus’ word and accepted her non-Jew- 
ish status—and got her request.

Jesus tested her inner spirit and found her free from ha­
tred and resentments. A person’s spirit is the final test. 
Whatever burdens you may be carrying today, remember, 
if given to God, they can make you better, not bitter.

In spite o f burdens, the woman had a sense o f humor 
and a fervent faith—a wonderful, winning combination. 
With quick wit and understanding, she turned Jesus’ com­
ment to her advantage. Jesus’ eyes must have lit up with 
delight at such great faith.

III. Jesus Responds to Your Potential
(Read vv. 29-30.)
Jesus is eager to help. His reluctance is not waiting to 

be overcome by our persuasion. He knows it is best for 
people o f faith to grapple and grow under the challenge 
o f burdens. If God allows a burden to be placed on you, 
He will put His own arm underneath you for support and 
strength.
ILLUS. The baseball catcher says to Charlie Brown, the 
pitcher on the mound, “The bases are loaded again, and 
there’s still nobody out.”

Charlie Brown asks, “So, what do you think?”
After a silence, the catcher comments, “We live in diffi­

cult times.”
We do, but we don’t have to face them alone. Jesus has 

come among us to help us.
Some people feel perplexed that committed Christians 

stand in a minority. What can we do?
The periods when Christians knew they were a minori­

ty have been the times o f greatest power. During the time 
that Noah was building the ark, he was in the minority— 
but he won by faith. When Joseph was sold into Egyptian 
slavery by his 10 brothers, he was in a minority—but he 
won by faith. When Gideon and his 300 men with bro­
ken pitchers and flaming torches faced the Midianite 
army, they were a distinct minority—but they won by 
faith. Elijah prayed down fire from heaven and put the 
prophets o f Baal to shame. He was a minority—but he 
won by faith. When David, ridiculed by his brothers, 
went out to meet Goliath, he was a minority—but he 
won by faith. When Jesus was crucified on the Roman 
Cross, He was a minority—but He won by faith in God’s 
purposes and plan. He will help us in our day if we will 
take Him by faith. Take your burdens to Jesus!

Learning this lesson, Peter wrote words o f encourage­
ment. (Read 1 Pet. 1:6-7.)

Jesus responds to faith. He said to that desperate moth­
er: “Woman, you have great faith! Your request is grant­
ed” (Matt. 15:28). Come to Jesus with believing faith. 
Faith looks at the future with confidence. God vindicates 
His people. He is “King for ever and ever ”(Ps. 10:16).

In the communications o f old-time sailing craft, the 
three signal flags—B, C, and N —mean, “I will not aban­
don you. ” If the ship’s lookout spotted a shipwrecked sea­
man bobbing and tossing in the sea, the captain would 
immediately run up those three flags. While the opera­
tions of changing course for rescue would be under way, 
the frightened sailor would see the signals and gain cour­
age to hold on a little longer. “I will not abandon you.”

Are you feeling distressed? Anxious? Afraid? Heavy- 
hearted? Are you carrying all alone burdens that seem too 
big to bear? God’s signals are flying from the central 
Cross: “Have courage! Take heart! Trust Me! I will never 
leave you nor forsake you. I will not abandon you!”

The psalmist wrote: “You hem me in—behind and be­
fore; you have laid your hand upon me” (139:5). God’s 
love surrounds us. He cups us in His hands. We are 
hemmed in by His grace. “He who dwells in the shelter 
o f the Most High will rest in the shadow of the Almighty. 
. . .  He is my refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I 
trust ” (91:1-2). “God is our refuge and strength, an ever­
present help in trouble” (46:1).

Out o f the background o f slavery and a clear call to 
serve God in the ministry, Charles Albert Tindley wrote 
the beautiful song, “Take your, burden to the Lord, and 
leave it there.”
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METHODISM AND
THE CHDRCH OF
THE NAZARENE

In 189S, Phineas Franklm Bresee established in 
Los Angeles the first congregation o f what he envi­
sioned as a new denomination. His purpose was to 
advance the doctrine and experience o f entire 
sanctification as it had been taught in early 
Methodism and developed in the 19th-century Ho­
liness Movement. Noted historian Carl Bangs tells 
the story o f Bresee from his boyhood in New York’s 
Catskill Mountains through his ministerial career 
in Iowa and California. He places Bresee's life in 
the broader context o f American religious history 
to show the emergence o f a talented leader who, at 
age 57, stepped aside from a prominent place in 
Methodism to guide a movement that was to be­
come the Church o f the Nazarene.

Bangs’s historical insight into the life of Bresee as well 
as the zeal and sense of m ission of the early Nazarenes is 
critical to understanding the unique m ission and identi­
ty of the movement today. This book should be on the 

i  “must read” list of every pastor, student, and lay leader 
who share together the heritage forged by Bresee. ”

— Ronald P. Benefiel 
Senior Pastor
First Church o f  the Nazarene, Los Angeles, California
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