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			by Frosty Hansen, President of Grace Gospel Fellowship
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			Standing Strong in Grace

			space

			Have you ever been out on a body of water when suddenly a storm strikes? It happened to me once, on Lake Titicaca, the world’s highest navigable lake at 12,500 feet above sea level (including more than 500 feet of water under our small craft). A beautiful calm day quickly turned violent, with strong winds, drenching rains, thunder, and huge waves that filled me with fear and anxiety. Our novice “Captain” struggled to bring our vessel to the Bolivian shore. What should have been a twenty-minute excursion became a ninety-minute nightmare. I can still recall my relief and sense of security from being safely docked, with my feet firmly planted on solid ground, knowing the storm could not harm me.

			Paul describes a believer’s security–the assurance of steadfast salvation for an individual who has come to God through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ–the following way: “Through [Christ] also we have access by faith into this grace in which we stand, and rejoice in the hope of the glory of God” (Rom 5:2, emphasis added). The verse contains promises that provide solid ground for believers; strong assurances that our salvation is firmly planted and secure forever; nothing can separate us from God’s love.

			Why is confidently knowing eternal security important? After trusting Christ, a believer’s plight without solid assurance could mean years spent adrift, awash by waves of doubt, grasping for anything that might stave off feelings of insecurity; always in search of, but never finding safe harbor. “I want to know,” a man recently said to me, “that my salvation is secure. I want to believe that I am accepted in Christ. But I just don’t ‘feel’ it.” Romans 5:2 gives assurance.

			space

			Access into this Grace

			In the past two issues of Truth we have been looking at Paul’s use of the word “access” (see endnote 1). We saw that the Greek word “prosagoge” appears three times in the New Testament and has been defined as “a leading or bringing into the presence of someone or something” (see endnote 2). Two of those occurrences are in Ephesians, where Paul writes of the freedom we have through Christ to enter the Father’s presence (Eph 2:18; 3:12). Every believer has freedom to come before God with boldness and confidence.

			However, Paul’s use of “access” in Romans 5:2, points us in a different direction. Whereas the two Ephesians texts speak of access into the presence of someone (the Father) through an intermediary (Christ), Paul writes in Romans that we have permanent access into something (“this grace”); an important distinction. I am not undervaluing the blessing of access to the Father, but fostering an appreciation for the significance of “this grace in which we stand.”

			Grace is often defined as unmerited favor or, more accurately, as God’s favor to those who actually deserve the opposite (judgement). Some will point to what they call, common grace, in which God demonstrates His unmerited favor to all humanity, “for He makes His sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust” (Mt 5:45). Certainly, God giving life and breath even to those who reject Him is an act of grace, but Paul is not referring here to common grace.

			Notice that Paul prefaces grace with “this,” referring to a specific aspect of grace. Through Christ “we also have access by faith into this grace in which we stand.” A look at the context in Romans gives us a clear indication that Paul is referring to saving grace; God’s unmerited favor toward fallen humanity that lies behind His entire plan of salvation. But even more specifically, Paul is writing in Romans about justification–the truth that we have been “justified freely by His grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus” (Rom 3:24).

			What exactly is justification? A definition that I learned in my youth from my pastor in a Bible instruction class continues to be very helpful: “Justification is that judicial act of God through the merits of Jesus Christ, to whom the sinner is united by faith and stands acquitted.” Read that over a couple of times. It shouts out loudly of the grace of God, his unmerited favor to those who deserve the opposite. The debt owed for all of the sin and rebellion raging in our hearts–those very things that would rightfully cast doubt on whether we deserve salvation–was paid when Christ became sin for us (2 Cor 5:21). Now God declares a person to be fully acquitted on the basis of our faith in Christ’s death on our behalf.

			What a tremendous gift of grace! Our previous condition could be described as hopeless and helpless: We were dead in trespasses and sins, fulfilling the desires of the flesh and by nature children of wrath (Eph 2:1-3). We could do nothing to rectify this state. But now, God has declared us fully acquitted of all sin; no longer under condemnation or wrath, we are totally at peace with God (Rom 5:1, 9). This is what Christ has done for us. As we stand before God we do so by faith in the death of Christ “who was delivered up because of our offenses, and was raised because of our justification” (Rom 4:24-25).

			This is a safe harbor for the believer’s soul. This grace of justification is solid ground on which to stand when buffeted by doubts. It is more than “just as if” we have never sinned, because we know we have sinned and continue to fall short of God’s holiness and our own expectations. The assurance of justification is that it is based upon Christ’s once-for-all sacrifice. He paid the complete price. When the sinner places faith in Jesus Christ, God has declared that person acquitted, fully restored to favor and accepted in Christ. 

			s[ace

			Permanent Access

			But that isn’t all. There are two important verbs in Romans 5:2 that give us even more assurance. Paul writes that we “have access into this grace in which we stand.” To read those words in English we could argue that those are temporary conditions. We may have access today but lose it tomorrow; we may stand in God’s favor today but be outside of His grace the next time we sin. That is not what Paul wants to communicate, so in the Greek he uses the “perfect tense” for these two verbs, a tense which indicates a past completed action with a present and continuing result.

			Paul uses this special past tense to demonstrate that the justification in which we stand is something that has been accomplished for us and into which we already have access. At the same time, there is a present and future significance for us. The verbs indicate that this access and standing, which we received by faith, have a continuing effect on us today and tomorrow. In other words, we have permanent access into this grace of justification in which we permanently stand.

			There is another use of the word prosagoge (access) from secular Greek writings. It was a nautical term describing the approach of a ship to a haven or harbor (see endnote 3). The idea would be access into and rest in a haven or harbor. As we consider Romans 5:2, we see this grace of God–our justification–as a permanent haven for our souls. No storms of doubt or failure can move us as we stand firm, securely anchored in Christ.

			Why? Why would God grant us this permanent access? We cannot intellectually comprehend nor rationalize why God in grace would justify a sinner. We don’t deserve it; grace is totally apart from human merit. But we are not asked to deserve it or intellectualize it; we are asked to believe it and receive it. We have been accepted in Christ and hold an indescribable position of favor with the Father. He welcomes us into His presence as beloved sons and daughters.

			space

			Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are His judgments and His ways past finding out! For of Him and through Him and to Him are all things, to whom be glory forever. Amen.

			Romans 11:33, 36

			Endnotes

			1) “Access to the Father,” Truth, Apr-Jun 2013 and Jul-Sep 2013.

			2) W.E. Vine, Vine’s Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words (Blue Letter Bible, 1940), see “access.” Vine defies the word as “a leading or bringing into the presence of someone or something; freedom to enter through the assistance or favor of another.”

			3) William Barclay, The Letter to the Romans, Revised Edition (The Westminster Press, 1975), 73.
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			by Ken B. Kemper, President of Grace Bible College
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			The title of this article is a running joke among pastors and ministry leaders, who will mischievously ask unsuspecting listeners to turn in their Bibles to Hezekiah, knowing that many people struggle to remember the names of all those Old Testament prophets and characters, especially which ones have books of the Bible named after them. So, a handful will go searching their Bibles for the book of Hezekiah and... wait for it... never find it!

			Although Hezekiah is not the name of a book of the Bible wedged between Jeremiah and Zephaniah, he was an actual person. In fact, he is one of my favorite Bible characters and is spoken of substantially in 2 Kings and 2 Chronicles. Hezekiah teaches us a great deal about leadership, how God uses a man to do mighty things; and like king David (who preceded him by a couple hundred years), he also shows us the pitfalls of leadership and lessons learned from failures.

			space

			Setting the Stage

			Hezekiah came on the scene as King of Judah (which consisted of the two southern tribes after Jeroboam split the Kingdom of Israel; the ten northern tribes continued to be known as Israel). The year was 726 BC and Hezekiah was twenty-five years old. Leading up to this time the historical record contains numerous accounts of the rebellion of all of the kings and people of the northern kingdom. In fact, four years into Hezekiah’s reign, the northern tribes ultimately fall to Assyria and were carried into captivity, never existing again (apart from their restoration with Judah almost 200 years later).

			Hezekiah grew up in the palace and was afforded every advantage of education and privilege. His father, Ahaz, ruled sixteen years as King of Judah. Hezekiah knew his princely role and had ample opportunity to observe his father and his ways.

			In the eyes of the Lord, Ahaz was not a good king and did not enjoy God’s blessing, although Ahaz’s father, Jothan, had enjoyed God’s blessing. But Scripture tells us that Ahaz, “Unlike David his father, he did not do what was right in the eyes of the Lord. He walked in the ways of the kings of Israel and also made cast idols for worshiping the Baals. He burned sacrifices in the Valley of Ben Hinnom and sacrificed his sons in the fire, following the detestable ways of the nation the Lord had driven out before the Israelites” (2 Chr 28:1-3). Consequently, God confronted Ahaz, yet his heart was hardened. Just a few verses later we read the Lord “humbled Judah because of Ahaz king of Israel, for he had promoted wickedness in Judah and had been most unfaithful to the Lord” (2 Chr 28:19). “In his time of trouble,” from 2 Chronicles 28:23, “King Ahaz became even more unfaithful to the Lord.” Ahaz made sacrifices to the gods of Damascus (his rationale was that Assyria’s gods made their kings successful), he even attempted to hire Tilgath-pilneser of Assyria to battle the Philistines, only to be double-crossed.

			King Ahaz went so far as to even close the doors to the Lord’s temple... and sold its furnishings! He was a desperate man who led his nation astray. He had influence, means, and power; he chose to use them poorly with devastating results.

			I’ve known people who react like king Ahaz. They tell me of the awful situation they are in. They may or may not comprehend how their behavior betrays–to those observing–their abandonment of God’s blueprint for their family, business, or life. And yet, they will refuse to turn back to the Lord; only to sink deeper into rebellion, enduring even more consequences of their disobedience.

			This was the environment and home life that young Hezekiah knew. He lived in an evil time, watching the powerful make senseless decisions and reaping the results of their ignorance and sinfulness.

			space

			Our Setting Is Not so Different  

			Does that sound familiar or similar to the times we live in? Indeed it does! From observing others we might believe that if we assemble the right team, or follow a certain popular program, or “invest” enough money in fixing a problem, then we might know success (Ahaz took this tack). We might think we can learn “best practices” or devise them and become successful and significant devoid of godly direction and dependence. But God’s design for our lives may be quite different from what we observe in others close to us. Hezekiah knew the truth of this.

			Upon taking the throne, Hezekiah shows a new type of leadership right from the start, having everything to do with the condition of his heart: “He did what was right in the eyes of the Lord, just as his father David had done” (2 Chr 29:1). What a contrast to his father, Ahaz! What a lesson about not being enslaved to past examples, or claiming “victim mentality” and laying the blame for who we are on our dysfunctional parents or environment! Hezekiah reopens the doors of the temple. He states to the people in his first year of leadership, “Our fathers were unfaithful; they did evil in the eyes of the Lord our God and forsook Him” (2 Chr 29:6). His candid assessment is a powerful example (filled with lessons) of the relationship between a leader’s heart and his influence.

			space

			Lessons from the Leadership Style of Hezekiah

			(1) He learned from the mistakes of others. He saw what was wrong and was willing to break with the past, overcome the cultural delinquency, and chart a new course. So many times our heads are too hard and we insist on making every mistake ourselves rather than learn from the failures of others before us.

			(2) He led in corporate worship and dedication to God. Not only did he open up the doors of the temple, but he stationed Levites with instruments and gave them orders to worship! Play those trumpets! Sing those worship songs! Offer those offerings! Burn those sacrifices! We’re told, “So they sang praises with gladness and bowed their heads and worshiped” (2 Chr 29:25, 28, 30). Hezekiah enabled corporate worship which, in essence, was a dedication of the people to follow and seek God with songs, actions, and words. Is that not what we do when we worship sincerely today? We engage our hearts, minds, and spirits in dedication to the Lord and pledge our allegiance!

			In fact, because of their exuberance over corporate worship, Hezekiah and his officials (the leadership) decided to also reinstate the Passover celebration! Passover (a seven-day long feast) was their national “salvation” experience. It had once been passed down for generations, a reminder of God’s deliverance from Egypt. But more than that, the blood of a year-old, spotless lamb, applied to the mantels of their doors, ensured the angel of death would not kill their firstborn; the lamb was slain to redeem their lives; faith in the sacrifice and obedience imparted national and individual atonement.

			There was excitement building throughout all of Judah. They even wanted to include the northern tribes and an invitation was sent asking the northern kingdom to celebrate with them in Jerusalem. “People of Israel,” the message read, “return to the Lord, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, that He may return to you who are left who have escaped from the hand of the kings of Assyria. Do not be like your fathers and brothers, who were unfaithful to the Lord, the God of their fathers…” (2 Chr 30:6, 7). So, the couriers went from town to town and as far into the north as Manasseh and Zebulun, “but the people scorned and ridiculed them” (2 Chr 30:10).

			(3) Hezekiah led others in a need of evangelistic fervor. When God is being glorified and blessings are flowing there is a need to invite others–even at great effort–to participate. We should desire that others have an opportunity to see God’s power and glory at work. The southern kingdom’s motives behind their invitation to follow God was pure and of benefit to the northern tribes, but was rejected because the north’s leaders lacked conviction of heart. (You cannot control the heart or persuade someone toward repentance, only the Holy Spirit can do that.)

			“Nevertheless,” we learn, “some men of Asher, Manasseh, and Zebulun humbled themselves and went to Jerusalem” (2 Chr 30:11). The distinguishing factor–between those who went to Jerusalem to participate in the Passover celebration and those who ridiculed and refused–is in the key phrase, they humbled themselves. It is probably the most significant factor in God’s successful working in the lives of men; not satanic influences, or persuasive world philosophies (although they were and still are at work), but rather, the contrite human heart. (The heart of the issue is always the issue of the human heart.)

			 It was said of Hezekiah’s Passover celebration that “There was great joy in Jerusalem, for since the days of Solomon, son of David, King of Israel, there had been nothing like this in Jerusalem. The priests and the Levites stood to bless the people, and God heard them, for their prayer reached heaven, His holy dwelling place” (2 Chr 30:26). 

			(4) Hezekiah led the people to give contributions to the Lord. “The king contributed from his own possessions” (2 Chr 31:3). What followed was a pouring out of contributions by the people of God in gratitude to the Lord for His blessings (2 Chr 31:4-19). Gratitude is always the proper motive for giving, rather than seeking to earn God’s blessing in some type of reciprocity. 

			Giving, clearly stated, is a very spiritual activity. It is the response of our hearts when we are in tune with God who we worship with gifts He’s given us. Too often we fail as leaders to ask people to show their allegiance and dedication through contributions. We must be giving of time, talent, and treasure or we just aren’t as dedicated as our mouths say we are! Yet so often, as Americans who have been materially blessed, this is a stumbling block and impedance to obedience and heartfelt worship. As leaders we must realize that urging earnestly the material giving of others (as well as ourselves) is encouraging a highly spiritual discipline of commitment; it is not “dirty work” to be avoided.

			The summary of Hezekiah’s leadership is one all of us would desire: “This is what Hezekiah did throughout Judah, doing what was good and right and faithful before the Lord his God. In everything that he undertook in the service of God’s temple and in obedience to the law and the commands, he sought his God and worked wholeheartedly. And so he prospered” (2 Chr 31:20-21). Some phrases and words about Hezekiah’s evaluation jump out: He did what was good, and right, and faithful. “Faithful” in this context speaks to a steady consistency of practice. The orientation of his heart (which greatly encourages me) is obvious because the verses also say, “In everything that he undertook...[he did it] in obedience...” even his giving. 

			(5) Hezekiah demonstrated a heart focused on pleasing God. Those words do not speak of haphazard wandering through life looking for a “new scene,” but rather of a focus and determination to align all of his life with God’s will and purpose for him and the people he led. Remember, he was raised by a wicked, pagan father who refused to humble himself before the Lord. Yet Scripture states, “He sought his God and worked wholeheartedly.” I love that! His heart yearned for the favor and blessing of God so much that he saw it! He no doubt had a humble heart with a “show me Lord” attitude, which I can certainly relate to as a leader. Knowing that you are dependent on God’s power and grace is a comfortable place for your faith in Him to flourish.

			I also love the commentary that he “worked wholeheartedly.” There is effort; he is not just passively putting in the time. Wholeheartedly means he worked hard, he led enthusiastically, he prayed hard, and he worshiped with gusto. No doubt he fell into bed at night tired and slept hard! I love that and want to live my life that way! There is passion when a life is lived like that, passion which is contagious to those around us!

			(6) He had deep, heartfelt fervor for his important work. It is so easy to work or serve in an “obligatory,” somewhat automatic mode and miss the blessing of serving God “all out” the way He designed and gifted. I remember as a teenager in my parents’ car looking at the speedometer and thinking, I wonder what this baby can do with the pedal to the metal? (Since I was driving a ‘68 VW Bus, I already knew it only reached 60mph downhill!) In your Christian walk, do you remember ever having that kind of feeling? If you’re honest, you know that desire is deeply rooted in the heart of every Christian; working and serving the Lord with complete abandon, all out, holding nothing back!

			space

			Conclusion and Challenge

			There is much more to learn from the life of Hezekiah, but these six principles are profound and sufficiently worthy of practicing in our lives. (I intend to tell “the rest of the story” in the next issue of Truth.) For Hezekiah, Scripture records, “And so he prospered...” by following these principles. If God desires to prosper a man, it will happen, yet most likely will happen because a man chose to follow a biblical leadership pattern. I submit that we can dedicate ourselves to Hezekiah-like principles and witness God’s work firsthand here and now in twenty-first-century America, as well as elsewhere in the world. I pray this for my life and yours.
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			by Jeremy Clark, Executive Director of Grace Ministries International
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			After a four and a half hour bus ride on Malawi’s major north-south highway, it was good to finally arrive in Blantyre. It was surprising how cold it was but then again, our August is their winter. Just another hour-long car ride remained to reach the hotel in Luchenza–the town where the pastors’ conference would be held.

			I am traveling mostly with Kennedy Simtowe who is from Tanzania, but is one of our missionaries in Malawi. No matter where we went throughout the country, Kennedy knew someone. In Blantyre he knew Nyerenda–a friend of his going back many years. Nyerenda loaded us in his car and drove us in the dark to Luchenza.

			Conversation was interesting. It was informative to hear Kennedy and Nyerenda talk about politics, religion, and culture in Africa and more specifically in Malawi. Their conversation was constant, interrupted only once by the sight of a hyena, which darted into the road and began to run ahead of our car, effortlessly creating distance between us and itself before running back into the bush. I enjoy history and eagerly listened to Nyerenda’s account of Malawi’s independence in 1964 and his perspective on the differences between colonial life and the way things are now. Before he recounted events, I knew how the story was going to turn out–Malawi became an independent nation. However, what I did not know was how it happened or when it happened. Historical accounts will often tell us when, why, and how events unfold as they do.

			The next morning our conference began. Twenty-seven pastors met together in a brick church on top of a hill two miles west of Luchenza. The pastors were from all over Malawi and two were even from neighboring Mozambique. Several of the pastors had already been with Kennedy in the weeks and months before the conference receiving instruction and training in Bible, theology, and practical ministry. Some had just spent the previous two weeks studying with Kennedy. For them, these would be the final few days before returning home to their families and churches.

			During the first two mornings of the conference I was tasked with explaining several of our doctrinal positions. On the first morning we discussed several different issues over the three hours allotted. The pastors were diligently taking notes, writing down each and every reference. Many of them had already been confronted or quizzed by neighbors or people in their churches about the deity of Christ, eternal security, the role of works in salvation, and other questions. They were pleased to have further information on these topics and also additional Scripture with which to respond. They were gracious students.

			On the second morning we took a little over three hours to talk about just one doctrinal issue–the beginning of the Church, the Body of Christ. To do this, “we” told a story. A few of the pastors knew English and could follow what I was saying, however the majority could not, so I had to speak through a translator. Even so, they knew how it would turn out–we are not under law, but under grace (Rom 6:14)–but understanding when, why, and how makes the story so compelling. As the translator communicated the story of the transition from law to grace, from Israel to the Body of Christ, the pastors were riveted to his words. It could have been the translator was good at telling stories. Perhaps, but even a good storyteller needs a good story to tell in order for the plot to be even remotely compelling. You and I actually have a wonderful story to tell, culminating in the fact that God is now bestowing the blessing of His riches and grace on all nations (Rom 11:12).

			The Book of Acts and the rest of the New Testament inform of events unfolding and we can see obvious contrasts between how life was then and how life is now–between law and grace, and living under God’s covenant with Israel in comparison with living under God’s grace.

			The conversion of Cornelius and other gentiles who had heard and believed Peter’s message astonished those of the circumcision who had accompanied Peter (Acts 10:44-46). As Peter goes on to recount to the Apostles and to the other Jewish believers what had just happened, they rejoiced and concluded, “Then God has also granted to the Gentiles repentance to life” (Acts 11:18b). Later in Acts 15, regarding these events and what God was doing among the Gentiles as Peter witnessed, James declared, “how God at the first [literally, for the first time]visited the Gentiles to take out of them a people for His name.” 

			The Apostles and the believers during this part of the first century were living through the events that would later enable us to boldly proclaim the dispensation of the Grace of God and the mystery or secret according to which we now live (Eph 3:1-6). Paul informed the believers in Rome, “But now the righteousness of God apart from the law is revealed, being witnessed by the Law and the Prophets, even the righteousness of God, through faith in Jesus Christ, to all and on all who believe. For there is no difference” (Rom 3:21-22). Later writing to Titus, Paul declares, “For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men” (Ti 2:11). This was exciting news that had to be told so that all men everywhere could know that “salvation has come to the gentiles” (Rom 11:11).

			In this respect the times have not changed all that much. This is a story that is still worth telling as we explain when God began dealing with all nations without distinction, why He did so upon Israel’s fall (Rom 11:11-15), and how God raised up Paul to be His apostle to the Gentiles to make known the mystery of the gospel among the Gentiles (Eph 6:19; Col 1:27). Israel was called to be God’s light to the Gentiles (Is 49:6, 60:3), but now you and I in the Body of Christ are lights which are to “shine as lights in the world” (Phil 2:15).

			For much of the history of modern missions, the United States has had a prominent role in reaching the world. For us it is easy to forget or downplay the importance of the transition from God’s dealings with Israel as His chosen people to dealing with all men without distinction. Christians in the United States have been able to view themselves as primary movers and wielders of influence of Christian thought and ministry in recent times. It is difficult for us to look at ourselves as the outsiders looking in. It is difficult to relate to the joy Gentiles of the first century experienced when they realized how God was making this transition to them (Acts 13:42-48). Who were they to experience God’s riches and blessings, being placed on par with those who had received the oracles, promises, covenants, and law of God (Rom 3:2, 9:4)?

			This story is powerful when we share it around the world. For people and people groups who wonder how they can fit into God’s plans without a significant Christian heritage, they can read the Scriptures and see the story of the transition from Israel to them–the Gentiles. God’s grace has come even to the most seemingly insignificant tribe or people group so that they too can fulfill one of God’s greatest purposes of the Church–to make known to all the truth of the gospel (Eph 3:8-11).

			As I shared this story with our Malawian brothers, I was impressed by their focus and attention. I knew they had heard the story before, but they reacted like it was the first time. In fact, later I found out that some of the pastors had approached Kennedy and asked him if I had spent time with him because I was telling the same story that he had already told! What this indicated to me was that some stories never get old, were still compelling, and were always worth sharing. For them to hear once again where they fit into the story of the Bible was both reaffirming and encouraging.

			Paul thought of himself as insignificant, but recognized what the Lord had commissioned him to do (Eph 3:8-9). As we share the gospel of God’s grace, let us make Paul’s prayer our own, “praying always with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit, being watchful to this end with all perseverance and supplication for all the saints–and for me, that utterance may be given to me, that I may open my mouth boldly to make known the mystery of the gospel, for which I am an ambassador in chains; that in it I may speak boldly, as I ought to speak” (Eph 6:18-20).

		

	


	
		
			[image: Apostles Creed epub.jpg]
		

		
			space

			by Timothy F. Conklin, DD
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			From the Editor:

			Why in the world would we run an Easter article at Christmas time? Because the Cross of Christ is inextricably part of the Christmas story. While celebrating the holiday with all of its festive allure, how easily to relegate to the shadows the sufferings the Christ child had to one day endure for Adam’s fallen race. But Scripture tells us as early as the pages of Genesis that Christ would come to suffer. There are forty-plus messianic references in the Old Testament that Jesus fulfills through his incarnation and earthly ministry, of which only a handful relate to his coming; the majority point to the Cross. But even the references to his birth, which give the Christmas story its most amazing, endearing, and miraculous qualities, are proof that Jesus of Nazareth is the Lamb of God, meant to be the perfect, once-for-all sacrifice. Our Savior’s own words bring into focus the trajectory of historically provable events on course to intersect the Cross. Speaking in the Garden moments before his betrayal and arrest, he says, “It was for this very reason I came to this hour” (Jn 12:27). Christmas really should include the Cross of Christ and time for remembering that the greatest gift of all required the greatest price of all.   

			The Apostles’ Creed is a very ancient Christian confession. It has been in use for centuries as a proclamation of essential, elementary Christian doctrine. While the apostles themselves did not write or compose the creed, the name reflects truthfully that these tenets were what the apostles themselves believed and taught. In other words, the Apostles’ Creed is thoroughly vetted, orthodox Christian doctrine. Even so, there is at least one phrase in the Creed which is often not clearly understood. What does it mean, the Lord Jesus Christ “descended into hell?”

			First of all, it is important to define “hell.” We have come to associate this word with the “Lake of Fire,” which the Book of Revelation says is still future (20:14-15). In both Old and New Testaments there are distinctions made between the grave and the grave-land. In death the grave contains only the body, but the person continues on in the grave-land. Bible terms, which describe a place for this intermediate state before the resurrection (to everlasting life or to everlasting destruction; Dn 12:2), include the Creed terminology, hades (or hell). This was the place where a person’s soul went after death to await the resurrection. (Remember the story of “Abraham’s bosom” and the “great gulf fixed;” Lk 16:26).

			The Creed’s particular phraseology is meant to certify Christ was fully confirmed in his death; He indeed died and was buried, and “he descended into hell.” This was the full experience of every person who died before Christ. Therefore, Christ also “suffered death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone” (Heb 2:9). Several other Scriptures illuminate this necessity for Christ:

			Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might break the power of him who holds the power of death–that is, the devil–and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death. For surely it is not angels he helps, but Abraham’s descendants. For this reason he had to be made like them, fully human in every way.

			Hebrews 2:14

			For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a huge fish, so the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.

			Matthew 12:40

			When he ascended on high, he took many captives and gave gifts to his people. (What does ‘he ascended’ mean except that he also descended to the lower, earthly regions? He who descended is the very one who ascended higher than all the heavens.)

			Ephesians 4:7-10

			For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. He was put to death in the body but made alive in the Spirit.

			1 Peter 3:18

			Delving more deeply into Christ’s descent into hell, the Apostles’ Creed helps us confess that we indeed believe Jesus Christ “suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead and buried.” These words speak, of course, about Jesus’ physical condition; what he suffered in the sight of humankind.

			The phrase, “he descended into hell,” however, refers to Christ’s spiritual torment, to which he willingly submitted in order to accomplish our eternal redemption. Here is the invisible and incomprehensible portion of judgment Christ underwent in the “sight” of God, that he might supply the total price of redemption; suffering God’s full wrath exacted for sin and the consequent torments of condemned and forsaken humanity.

			If Christ had died only a physical, bodily death, it would have been ineffectual, of no benefit, without value for human redemption. Surely, it is honorable for a person to die on behalf of another person, but no eternal value can be attached to such a death:

			No man can redeem the life of another or give to God a ransom for him–the ransom for a life is costly, no payment is ever enough–that he should live forever and not see decay.

			Psalm 49:7-9

			Christ’s death was both physical and spiritual. Christ died as a uniquely, one-of-a-kind, pure, righteous, totally holy sacrifice to pay the penalty for sin. He bore the weight of Divine severity when, as Isaiah 53:5 says, “He was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities.” He experienced the fullness of God’s vengeance against sin and thereby completely and absolutely satisfied God’s just judgment.

			This was the agony Christ foresaw in the Garden of Gethsemane. Jesus was anticipating much more than merely his physical martyrdom. As the hour of his death approached, John 13:21 says of Christ that “he was troubled in spirit.” In the Garden, Christ exclaimed, “My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death.” It is of this very occasion that Hebrews 5:7 states “he offered up prayers and petitions with loud cries and tears to the one who could save him from death.”

			On the Cross, as he bore the full penalty of sin, Jesus Christ cried, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mt 27:46). But note carefully, even at his moment of indescribable, incomprehensible suffering, Jesus’ willing obedience and utter faithfulness are evident in his statement, “My God, my God.” Even under the unimaginable agony of becoming sin for us, he does not cease to acknowledge God the Father.

			And earlier, there is no surprise expressed here in the Lord’s statement upon arriving at Jerusalem:

			Now my heart is troubled, and what shall I say? Father save me from this hour? No, it was for this very reason I came to this hour. Father, glorify your name. 

			John 12:27-28

			Jesus knew full well what Peter proclaims:

			God raised him from the dead, freeing him from the agony of death, because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on him.

			Acts 2:24

			Of a certainty, death–the wages of sin (Rom 6:23)–had truly claimed Jesus Christ and held him in its cursed grasp because “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us” (2 Cor 5:21). Jesus Christ experienced the full reality of God’s curse and wrath upon sin.

			But Hallelujah! Up from the grave he arose “because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on him” (Acts 2:24). All of this redemptive work happened because of the Cross. But doesn’t this make it obvious that the physical suffering during Christ’s crucifixion was only a portion of the total sum? A staggering amount was exacted at the much deeper, redemptive level of the spiritual realm as Christ paid it all. We should not trivialize nor minimize the full redemption wrought by Christ; yet that happens when the church and the faithful promote certain ritualistic activities that “glorify” Christ’s physical death and fail to mention his excruciating, spiritual torment. We can guard our hearts from such possibilities by meditating upon the total sum exacted for our full redemption: “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us” (2 Cor 5:21).

			In his perfect obedience to the Father, Jesus Christ submits himself to the full experience of the penalty of sin. And when he dies, it is at that time “he descended into hell.” At his death on the Cross, Jesus Christ entered the grave-land of the dead, controlled by Satan and his minions. Here is how Scripture describes a portion of what happened during this astonishing event:

			Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. He was put to death in the body but made alive by the Spirit, through whom also he went and preached to the spirits in prison.

			1 Peter 3:18-19

			As Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a huge fish, so the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.

			Matthew 12:40

			What does ‘he ascended’ mean except the he also descended to the lower, earthly regions.

			Ephesians 4:9

			In the story of the rich man and Lazarus, it is said believers and unbelievers were kept together at the same location after death. But between unbelievers in agony and believers in comfort, Abraham declared there was a great chasm, “so that those who want to go from here to you cannot, nor can anyone cross over from there to us” (Lk 16:26). (What if a person had a sphere and he wanted to put something in the exact middle of the sphere, would that place be its bottom? Where is the “bottom” of a sphere? Could a sphere be considered bottomless? Could the very center of the earth (a sphere) be “the bottomless pit” spoken of in the book of Revelation (20:1,3); “the lower, earthly regions?”)

			The question naturally arises, what did Christ do while he was in the grave-land. Peter says he preached to the spirits; to believers as well as to all the unbelievers and to the denizens and demons of hell itself no doubt; announcing and demonstrating for believing spirits that his victory over sin and death was real, and for the rest that their defeat was irreversibly achieved; their eternal condemnation was a “fait accompli,” an accomplished fact.

			To believers who were also confined in the grave-land, but in an attitude of hope and in a state of rest, Christ heralded the reality of his redemption and the good news of freedom from sin’s penalty and death’s grasp. Christ’s death and imminent resurrection broke forever the shackles of sin and the grip of death. It is worth rehearsing once again this great assertion of Hebrews: 

			Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death–that is, the devil–and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death.

			Hebrews 2:14-15

			When Paul writes about Christ’s victory over death, he states that “When he ascended on high, he led captives in his train” (Eph 4:8). In other words, as a result of Christ’s death, burial, descent into hell, and resurrection, he took with him in his ascension all those believers who had died in hope and anticipation of the promise of God. Jesus Christ broke into the prison of the grave-land and set free all those believers who had so far died. Then he translated them to heaven to await, in an intermediate state of safety and bliss, the time of their own appointed resurrection. “Death has been swallowed up in victory” (1 Cor 16:54).

			Early Monday morning after Christ’s Crucifixion, the women came to the tomb to finish the customary Jewish burial rituals. But an angelic messenger met them and said:

			I know that you are looking for Jesus who has been crucified. He is not here, for he has risen, just as he said.

			Matthew 28:5,6
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			In conjunction with the 2010 Family Bible Conference theme, “Grace in Action,” the Grace Gospel Fellowship formed a team to encourage churches in our fellowship to live out God’s grace in our own lives and to have a better appreciation of being “created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us” (Eph 2:10). Since the needs of every community vary widely, as do the gifts of each member of the Body of Christ, the way each church finds to love and serve their neighbors will be different also.

			I would like to share with you one of the ways Mountain View Bible Church in Post Falls, Idaho, has put grace in action by entering into a partnership with an organization in their region called, Family Promise. It is my hope that their story will encourage your congregation to begin praying about ways your church might serve in your area.

			Jeff Rachoy (son of Mountain View Bible Church’s senior pastor, Dave Rachoy) is the Family Promise coordinator for the church, and I asked him to give details of what this ministry looks like for them.

			Family Promise is a nonprofit organization that partners with churches to meet the immediate needs of housing and food for homeless families in the community (while the organizationhelps the struggling families obtain sustainable housing, employment, counseling, and assistance with education).The local affiliate,Family Promise of North Idaho, although not officially a “Christian” organization,wasstarted when several Christians organized and sought to begin a local Family Promise in the community.They in turn approached several local churches pitching the concept, which seemed to be a perfect fit for Mountain View.Jeff recalls they were the first church to sign on as aFamily Promiseof North Idaho (fpni)network church.fpni actually housed their offices/day centerat Mountain View uponits inception.

			fpni is made up of around a dozen host/network congregations, each signed up for anywhere from four to five weeks a year to house, feed, fellowship with, and minister to homeless families in the community. Theytransform Sunday School classrooms into rooms where families can stay together. Family Promise is unique in terms of“homeless shelters” becausetheykeep families together, whereas most shelters separatemen/boys and women/girls; which can have a huge impact on single parent families and havingyoung people separated from their parent.

			Mountain View serves a meal family stylein their multipurpose room, where the guests also can hang out andkids can play, do homework, or watch movies.The Evening Hostsarrive at the churcheach day around5pm, the guests arrive around5:30pm,and dinner (provided and brought to the church by volunteers) is served by6pm.After dinner the hosts/guests clean up and make sack lunches for the next day, kids play, and conversations usually continue.

			Overnight Hosts arrive at8pmand a transition occurs so that Evening Hosts can head home.The Overnight Hosts fellowship and minister to the families until the guests go downstairs for the evening. Then they secure the building and sleep in the sanctuary.The next morning, the Overnight Hosts put out a cold breakfast around6amand then a van will pick up guests (or the guests leave in their cars) at7amand heads for the fpni day center where staff will help them tap into resourcesto secure sustainable housing, jobs, orjob training/education.

			“Through personal sharing of how God is at work in the Family Promise ministry, God has laid a burden on the hearts of our congregation,” Jeff told me, “to volunteer during our Family Promise host weeks, to serve His people and reflect His love for them.Our Family Promise ministry here at Mountain View Bible Church is truly congregation based.”During their host weeks, it is not unusual to see between 50-70 church attendees come together to serve and meet the needs of their guests.

			“Family Promise,” Jeff elaborates, “is one ministry that gives families in our church the opportunity to serve together as a family. Our evening hosts can serve and still get their children to bed at a decent hour, and our overnight hosts can spend the night and still get to work on time the next morning.We teach our kids what kinds of things to say and not say to the guests; in other words, we teach them how to serve and minister to the guests. The kids really rise to the occasion. They look forward to our host weeks. They look forward to developing relationships with our young guests, as they reflect the love of Christ through play;it’s really exciting to see.”

			Jeff feels that serving as a fpni host church (and personally as FP coordinator for the church), that God has blessed them far greater than they have blessed those being served on His behalf. “God has taught us so much about the challenges facing the homeless, how He values and loves His people, and what perfect hope His gospel offers to us all,” Jeff continues.

			Jeff concludes by saying, “We’ve simply had too many good memories in serving in Family Promise throughout the years, to mention each individually here.We continue to be overwhelmed by the honor and responsibility that we feel in being chosen by God to serve every guest that in His providence, He brings to us during our host weeks.”
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			I have been thinking through the biblical concept of “one another” these past few months. Just alone, in Romans 12-16, the Apostle of Grace uses that phraseology nine times (in the NIV): “Be devoted to one another.... Honor one another.... Live in harmony with one another.... Love one another.... Stop passing judgment on one another.... Accept one another.... Instruct one another.... Greet one another.” And then, if you add the verses in Paul’s other epistles, we read that we are to also serve, speak, submit and encourage one another. But what does “one another” really look like, especially in the church? How, in the unique context of “one another,” are we to live out those grace commands?

			The reason I am thinking this through is because of the aging of my dear mother (she is now 83). Mom is a widow, my father went to be with the Lord eight years ago (as I am writing, it is actually the anniversary of his passing). Two months ago mom fell and broke her hip, and after surgery to repair the break with a week’s stay in the hospital, she also spent three weeks in a rehabilitation facility before being discharged to return home.

			Now my mom has always been very independent, and she has remained active with her kids and grandkids, as well as being very involved with her home church (Berean Bible Church in Shoreline, Washington, home to many of us within the GGF). But that is now changing!

			Anyone with aging parents will realize part of the curse of sin is physical frailty that overtakes without warning, resulting in a loss of independence and self-reliance. Since surgery, mom hasn’t been allowed to put any weight on her right leg, giving the fracture time to heal. As a result she has been dividing her time between a wheelchair and bed. That means she needs someone to provide care 24/7; care that is too costly on a modest, public servant retirement. But because of the graciousness of the church where I pastor (Northwest Bible Church in Enumclaw, Washington) and the understanding of a compassionate wife, I have been able to stay with mom for the past few weeks and be her caregiver (although I certainly am not qualified for such a task).

			In seeking some counsel from those with medical training, we asked an experienced nurse (a friend that attends Berean Shoreline) about what we should expect from mom’s church as far as assistance is concerned, and she made an interesting yet sobering comment: “It has been my experience that churches are great in crisis mode, but not so much when it comes to long-term care. It would not be fair to expect much help from her church friends.”

			I provide that as background in order to ask a question, one that might cause us some discomfort, but one that deserves our thoughtful consideration: What role does the local church play when their members are in need of ongoing care? We are encouraged–even commanded–to be “devoted to one another in brotherly love,” and to “count others more significant than yourselves; let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others” (Phil 2:3-4, ESV). So, my question really pertains to the look of Paul’s directives in a functioning “one another,” a local church body?

			Paul gives one-on-one counsel to Timothy about the issue of caring for the elderly, especially as it relates directly to the family members of the one needing care (1 Tm 5:3-8). But what about those who do not have family present? What should be done in that case? Paul does mention “the list of widows” (v 9), a list of those who do not have family to care for them, and the qualifications for those on such a list. Then Paul commands family members, “If any woman who is a believer has widows in her family, she should help them and not let the church be burdened with them, so that the church can help those widows who are really in need” (1 Tm 5:16, emphasis mine). What does your church do for these widows (and widowers) who really are in need and have no family to provide care?

			I must admit that I am asking rhetorically. When I think about the church I serve (Northwest Bible Church), we do not have procedures in place to handle these types of issues. And my home church, where my mother attends (Berean Shoreline), has an amazing pastor who visits and ministers to those in need with tenderness and wisdom, but Pastor Jim can only do so much.

			Looking into the text of the New Testament we see example after example of individuals who invested their lives in caring for those in need. Jesus provided us the supreme example of one who came to serve, and he called his followers to a life of service; sacrificing self-interest for the sake of others (Mk 10:43-45). Are we willing to do that?

			I am not asking us to expect more from our pastors; I’m sure they are doing the best they can with the time and resources they have. What I am hoping is that this will encourage all of us to have conversations with fellow church members about a ministry to those with ongoing needs. What about sacrificing a week of vacation and spending that time caring for someone that needs 24/7 care? Is it too much to ask? Maybe you don’t have time, but you have money and could pay a nurse to come and provide skilled care (cost is about $300/day). Would any of us be willing to do that?

			And don’t pawn it off on the government! When did the government ever do anything better than private citizens? The greatest need of our elderly saints is companionship and that can only be provided face-to-face, and that means giving of your time, sacrificing your interests for the interests of another (Phil 2:4), fulfilling the law of Christ in a gracious act of service, in the name of the One who first served us.

			Again I must confess that I do not know exactly what this looks like, but as I study the Scriptures I do see those that spent their lives caring for those in need, and I also see many commands to do the same. So, let the conversations begin. While it might go against our natural tendencies, let’s be like the noble Bereans and examine what the Scriptures say regarding this issue, and then let’s commit ourselves to do what they say.
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			Israel of Yesterday

			With their exodus out of Egypt, God affirmed the Jews as His chosen people. To the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, God gave His law and the lands promised to their fathers, and for a while God actually dwelled among His people, His nation, His Land, Israel. They were to be a channel for blessing to all people (Gen 12:3), and a witness among the Gentiles as God’s peculiar people and servant nation (see Is 43:1-12; 44:1-8 ). As Scripture records however, Israel disobeyed and consistently failed to do the will of God (summarized by Stephen in Acts 7). According to Romans 11, the nation’s favored position temporarily was revoked, suspended, they were set aside, scattered, and could no longer be called a nation or, more to the point, not even function as one. This scattering did not invalidate any of the promises or prophesies that God had already pledged because God is faithful and will, one day for the sake of their fathers, keep the covenants made with them. 

			Israel of Today

			With Israel essentially on hold, God initiated a new entity, His present-day program, the Church which is the Body of Christ (Eph 1:22, 23). Today, in the “eyes” of God, Israel is “Lo-ammi,” (Hos 1:9), meaning not My people. Neither are they God’s Nation, nor occupying God’s promised land. The regathering of some nationalist minded Jews in the “Holy Land” does NOT have the prophetic earmarks of God’s regathering of them; that will happen quickly and include harsh judgement.

			Today’s geopolitical sovereign nation, Israel, founded in 1948, follows artificial and capricious, man-made borders. The temple mount in Jerusalem’s Old City remains desecrated and under the control of sworn enemies of Israel. The Israel of today can hardly be considered a witness for God or their Messiah, Jesus Christ. About the only reality for Israel today that has sound biblical support is the fanatical hatred the world, in general, exhibits for Jews and their Zionist state. But even the intolerance is disproportionate in comparison to what they will know and experience when they once again take up the role of God’s witness to sinful man.

			Israel of Tomorrow

			A popular evangelical premillennial, pretribulation view of future events calls for an instantaneous resumption of God’s dealings with Israel as His people, as His nation, in His promised land. This position requires the Church age on earth to cease; for the present-day Church, which is His Body, to realize its hope (involving a heavenly homegoing–Rapture) before God will again deal with a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, and a peculiar people (1 Pt 2:9).

			According to this view, because of its speed and magnitude there will be no excuse for not knowing that God Himself is regathering Jews from among the nations (Is 43). God made great promises to Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and David–most of which are not yet fulfilled. But during the prophesied seventieth week of Daniel, God’s “Jewish remnant” will be identified, regathered from every “tribe and tongue and people and nation” (Rev 5:9), refined by tribulation, and then be exalted as God’s nation–starting with the millennial reign of Jesus Christ on Earth. 

			What is really at stake when considering the future of the people of Israel, reconstituted in their promised land, a holy nation?–only God’s integrity, credibility, and His faithfulness to accomplish His plans, with His Messiah, over His nation, in His land, in His world, in His time, in His way. Doubt Him, deny Him, denounce Him to your own peril and destruction. 
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