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personal from John W. Ritenbaugh

It is the purpose of this series based in Hebrews
11 to make us more acutely aware of the reality
of God and of His purpose. It is important for us
to understand clearly the legal, spiritual, and
experiential ramifications of His calling. Fur-
ther, we need to be prepared to make the very
best use of His calling—not merely to be “in His
Kingdom,” but to glorify Him and earn a greater
reward.

Last time, we learned that II Corinthians 6:1
warns us that we can receive the grace of God
in vain, that is, to no good end, without accom-
plishing anything. What if Noah, after receiving
God’s grace and warning, decided that the
project God had given him was too much
bother, too big, and besides, who could fathom
that much rain? No work would have meant no
ark—and no deliverance from the Flood!

To what does Paul specifically refer in this
verse? The prior verse, II Corinthians 5:21, tells
us: “That we might be made the righteousness
of God in Him.” The key word for this series
is “made,” indicating creation. Noah made or

created an ark that proved the means of his
deliverance from his end-time tribulations. We
are working with God to be created in Christ
Jesus, to be made in His spiritual character
image. As with Noah, this creation will prove to
be the means of deliverance from our end-time
tribulations.

Hebrews 11:8 says, “By faith Abraham obeyed
when he was called to go to the place which he
would receive as an inheritance. And he went
out, not knowing where he was going.” Previous
articles covered the first three examples of the
uses of faith in the Christian’s life: Abel, Enoch,
and Noah.

Abel’s example illustrates justification by faith
in Christ’s blood. Enoch takes us a step further,
into the sanctification period, revealing the basic
nature of the life of faith. Once a person is
justified, he is to walk with God throughout his
life and at the same time to continue to seek Him.
Noah’s example, in one sense, witnesses to us of
the entire package by adding more specifically
what a Christian should do during his walk with

Part Six

The
Christian Fight
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God. He works, cooperating with God and carrying out
His assignments, and in addition, he is delivered from
destruction and rewarded.

In all three cases, God’s calling, which set them apart
from others, was assumed. Also in each case, the
application of faith is foundational and broadly general
to all of us. Each Christian is required to use faith to
seek God diligently and persistently in order to make
the best use of his calling. This seeking is, not to find
Him, but to be like Him. Hebrews 11:8 begins a
section in which Paul focuses on examples of more
specific uses of faith. The first example highlights
Abraham’s calling.

Father of the Faithful
The Bible devotes a great deal of space to Abraham.
His name appears 311 times in Scripture: the first
time in Genesis 11:26, the last in I Peter 3:6. In other
words, his example spans nearly the whole Bible. He
is first seen as the father of Israel, the nation through
which God chose to work. This is significant because—
following the revelation of the sources of all the peoples
on earth in Genesis 10 and the beginning of anti-God
Babylon in Genesis 11—God’s work among mankind
has been limited almost exclusively to Abraham’s
descendants. He is the forefather of those through
whom God works.

More significantly, in the New Testament, God desig-
nates him as the father of the faithful. Paul writes in
Galatians 3:29, “And if you are Christ’s, then you are
Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise.”
Romans 4:11, 13 confirms this:

And he received the sign of circumcision, a seal of
the righteousness of the faith which he had while
still uncircumcised, that he might be the father
of all those who believe, though they are uncir-
cumcised, that righteousness might be imputed to
them also. . . . For the promise that he would be the
heir of the world was not to Abraham or to his
seed through the law, but through the righteousness
of faith.

Abraham is the father of the physical nation God
elected to work in and through, and he is also the father
of those He calls to be part of His forming spiritual
nation. Appreciating Abraham as the father of the
physical nation is easy, but seeing him as father of the
spiritual nation is not so simple, as we are more apt to
think that, because God begets us, He is our spiritual
Father. We must therefore see Abraham’s spiritual
fatherhood in a different light.

The Jews of Jesus’ day did not grasp Abraham’s

spiritual fatherhood correctly. Jesus gives the answer to
this perplexing title in John 8, where a great deal of the
dialogue involves ancestry.

“And yet if I do judge, My judgment is true; for
I am not alone, but I am with the Father who sent
Me. . . . I am One who bears witness of Myself,
and the Father who sent Me bears witness of
Me.” They said to Him, ‘Where is Your Fa-
ther?” Jesus answered, “You know neither Me
nor My Father. If you had known Me, you would
have known My Father also.” . . . Then Jesus
said to them, “When you lift up the Son of Man,
then you will know that I am He, and that I do
nothing of Myself; but as My Father taught Me,
I speak these things. And He who sent Me is
with Me. The Father has not left Me alone, for
I always do those things that please Him.”
(verses 16, 18-19, 28-29)

Abraham’s spiritual fatherhood soon becomes the
focus of Jesus’ instruction:

They answered Him, “We are Abraham’s descen-
dants, and have never been in bondage to anyone.
How can you say, ‘You will be made free’?” . . .
“I know that you are Abraham’s descendants, but
you seek to kill Me, because My word has no
place in you. I speak what I have seen with My
Father, and you do what you have seen with your
father.” They answered and said to Him,
“Abraham is our father.” Jesus said to them, “If
you were Abraham’s children, you would do the
works of Abraham. But now you seek to kill Me,
a Man who has told you the truth which I heard
from God. Abraham did not do this.” (John 8:33,
37-40)

Members of the same family bear a likeness to one
another. It is this principle that designates who is a
spiritual child of Abraham. It is not a matter of
physical resemblance but a similarity of moral and
spiritual attitude and behavior. Christ designates that
resemblance to be believing God as Abraham did, as
well as doing the works that he did. In the larger
picture, a spiritual descendant of Abraham will grow
and overcome, gradually changing into the spiritual
image of Jesus Christ.

The factor that set Abraham apart above all others
was that faith drove, motivated, inspired, and guided—
sometimes dramatically—what he did with his life. Thus,
Abraham is not only the physical progenitor of Israelites
but also the spiritual, moral pattern that his descendants
are to conform to.

personal The Christian Fight
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Regarding Abraham’s faith in Hebrews 11:8, Paul
first draws attention to the fact that, when God called
Abram, as he was called then, he obeyed without know-
ing where he was to go. His reference is to Genesis
12:1-3:

Now the LORD had said to Abram: “Get out of your
country, from your family and from your father’s
house, to a land that I will show you. I will make
you a great nation; I will bless you and make
your name great; and you shall be a blessing. I
will bless those who bless you, and I will curse
him who curses you; and in you all the families of
the earth shall be blessed.”

He had to leave his country, which was essentially
Babylon; his family, meaning his ethnic kindred, the
Semitic people; and his house, his near relatives. Verse
4 implies that he did not dilly-dally around, waiting for
further or more specific directions, but that he responded
quickly. It is not said how the Lord appeared to him.
Perhaps He appeared to him physically, which would
explain his quick departure.

Maybe God prepared him beforehand by revealing
His existence to Abram, and this brought about social
circumstances that added to Abram’s urgency. In other
words, God provided proof of His existence, which led
to Abram receiving a measure of persecution in
reaction to what he was learning. This is not unusual
for God to do; He often provides incentive by leading
a person through experiences in preparation for a more
formal calling later.

Two Distinctive Callings
It is helpful to understand that God provides two distinct
callings for every person on earth. The first is quite
general, and everybody rejects it regardless of how
religious he might be. Solomon writes in Proverbs 8:1-4:

Does not wisdom cry out, and understanding lift
up her voice? She takes her stand on the top of
the high hill, beside the way, where the paths meet.
She cries out by the gates, at the entry of the city,
at the entrance of the doors: “To you, O men, I call,
and my voice is to the sons of men.”

Here, the wisdom of God, personified as a woman,
claims that the knowledge of God is readily available to
mankind. Proverbs 1:20-26 affirms this:

Wisdom calls aloud outside; she raises her voice
in the open squares. She cries out in the chief
concourses, at the openings of the gates in the

city she speaks her words: “How long, you
simple ones, will you love simplicity? For scorners
delight in their scorning, and fools hate knowl-
edge. Turn at my rebuke: surely I will pour out
my spirit on you; I will make my words known to
you. Because I have called and you refused, I
have stretched out my hand and no one regarded,
because you disdained all my counsel and would
have none of my rebuke, I also will laugh at your
calamity; I will mock when your terror comes.”

Again, God’s wisdom is personified, and her testi-
mony is that no one paid attention. All of mankind
“disdained all my counsel, and would have none of my
rebuke.” With this in mind, recall what Paul writes in
Romans 1:18-20:

For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven
against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of
men, who suppress the truth in unrighteousness,
because what may be known of God is manifest in
them, for God has shown it to them. For since the
creation of the world His invisible attributes are
clearly seen, being understood by the things that
are made, even His eternal power and [divine
nature], so that they are without excuse.

In other words, no man can stand before God and
claim that he turned away from Him because God never
provided any understanding of, not only His existence,
but also many details of His power and works among
men. How is this possible? Apart from the reality of
creation, one reason is the ready availability of the
Bible. Into how many languages and dialects have men
translated it? Nearly everyone on earth can read or hear
it in his own tongue!

Romans 2:14-15 presents yet another claim of God
that blocks mankind’s excuses:

. . . for when the Gentiles, who do not have the law,
by nature do the things in the law, these, although
not having the law, are a law to themselves, who
show the work of the law written in their hearts,
their conscience also bearing witness, and between
themselves their thought accusing, or else excusing
them. . . .

Deep within everyone, regardless of race or location,
is a God-given awareness, a consciousness, not only of
His existence, but even of some of the basics of what
He requires, things written in God’s biblical law. De-
spite all of this evidence, we universally reject Him. So
thorough is mankind’s rejection of God that, when He
came as a man, we killed Him!
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Our Distinctive Calling and Election
Matthew 20:16 adds a factor that we need to under-
stand: “So the last will be first, and the first last.
For many are called, but few chosen.” In a sense,
everybody is called to recognize God through the
natural world, but the word “chosen” shows that God
must personally rescue us from our self-centered
blindness. Using the term “elect,” Titus 1:1 rein-
forces the idea that God separates some few from
the many who are called: “Paul, a bondservant of God
and an apostle of Jesus Christ, according to the faith
of God’s elect. . . .”

Romans 9:11, 14-16 confirms God’s active partici-
pation in this process of separation:

. . . (for the children not yet being born, nor
having done any good or evil, that the purpose
of God according to election might stand, not
of works but of Him who calls). . . . What
shall we say then? Is there unrighteousness
with God? Certainly not! For He says to Moses,
“I will have mercy on whomever I will have
mercy, and I will have compassion on whom-
ever I will have compassion.” So then it is not
of him who wills, nor of him who runs, but of
God who shows mercy.

Satan has done his work so well that even God
declares that he “deceives the whole world” (Revela-
tion 12:9). Thus, God mercifully separates some away
from their blindness. He directly and personally fa-
vors a small number for His purposes. Jesus tells us
in John 6:44 that no one can come to Him unless the
Father draws him. Many other scriptures show that
God personally separates a few from the masses of
humanity for His purposes.

“Election” is the noun form of the verb “to elect.”
To elect means “to select, pick, choose, determine, or
separate.” Romans 9:11 tells us that God personally
determines whom He will favor for His purposes. In
the example Paul uses, He favored Jacob, but the
same is true of all whom God calls.

Such people are named the “elect” in the Bible.
Romans 11:5, 7, 28 clarifies this term further by
revealing that “elect” becomes the title of a distinct
people.

Even so then, at this present time there is a
remnant according to the election of grace. . . .
What then? Israel has not obtained what it
seeks; but the elect have obtained it, and the rest
were blinded. . . . Concerning the gospel [Isra-
elites] are enemies for your sake, but concerning

the election they are beloved for the sake of the
fathers.

The “chosen” and “elect” are synonymous terms
designating the group God is personally working
with through Jesus Christ. In Matthew 24:24, the
term “elect” appears, as it almost always does, as a
favorable reference. However, we need to realize
that elect does not mean “better than others,”
though it certainly implies one more blessed be-
cause of something for which God is completely
responsible.

He Who Has Ears to Hear
Jesus declares in John 5:25, “Most assuredly, I say to
you, the hour is coming, and now is, when the dead
will hear the voice of the Son of God; and those
who hear will live.” His declaration is interesting
because the subject directly involves a resurrection,
and it is also tied to a vital process that sets the
elect apart. The key words in this verse are “hear”
and “dead.”

We need to add a thought from Ephesians 2:1: “And
you He made alive, who were dead in trespasses and
sins.” Before God’s calling, even though we were
physically alive, we were spiritually dead because
of sin. However, John 5:25 says that the dead “hear”
His voice. Similarly, those who are spiritually dead
cannot “hear” God’s Word until they are called,
made part of the elect, and enabled by God to hear
and thus understand His Word clearly.

Another important factor appears in Hebrews 10:38:
“The just shall live by faith.” Also, Ephesians 2:8
says that we are “saved by grace through faith.”
Romans 10:17 adds, “Faith comes by hearing, and
hearing by the word of God.” Finally, in John 6:63,
Jesus clinches the point: “The words that I speak to
you, they are spirit and they are life.” (This series of
verses is a partial overview of the doctrine that
theologians call regeneration, which means “begin-
ning life again.” It, in turn, evolves into the “born
again” doctrine.)

This linkage of truths makes vitally clear the
importance of the calling and election by God. His
enabling of us to “hear” is what begins to sweep away
the spiritual blindness that has kept us ignorant of
the purpose He is working out here below. This
miracle of hearing gives rise to truly effective faith.
It makes God’s Word truly logical and believable,
making commitment in obedience to His purpose
possible.

Yet, what if a person cannot “hear” what God is

personal The Christian Fight
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As many know, 2008 is another of those years in

which Passover falls on a weekly Sabbath. As such,

it again brings into question when the Wavesheaf was

anciently presented before God. Counting fifty days

from that event determines when the church should

observe Pentecost.

Historically, the Jews disagreed over this matter, so
it is not surprising that we find disagreement among
today’s Christian groups that are serious about
observing God’s festivals according to His will.

This and next month’s article are not intended to
cover every facet of this issue, but they will deal
with areas that are most critical to the subject and
need serious consideration. This article will briefly
mention areas in which there is wide agreement—
in fact, in some cases virtually universal agree-
ment, whether between the Jews anciently or
Christian groups today—before moving on to the
issue of consistency.

AREAS OF AGREEMENT
The event that precipitated the 1974 Worldwide
Church of God change from a Monday to a Sunday
Pentecost was the discovery that Herbert W.
Armstrong had unwittingly used the wrong method
of counting. He counted as an English-speaking
person would count—exclusively, that is, away
from the starting position. He should have used the
Hebrew inclusive counting method, that is, begin-
ning with the day assigned for waving the sheaf.
When the change was implemented, it produced a
Pentecost observance one day earlier, moving it
from Monday to Sunday.

COUNTING
CONSISTENTLY

PENTECOST
REVISITED
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PENTECOST REVISITED   COUNTING CONSISTENTLY

Further research discovered that, despite their differ-
ent opinions on when the count to Pentecost should
begin, every Jewish group—whether the Pharisees,
Sadducees, Essenes, Karaites, Ethiopians, or the later
non-Hebrew Samaritans—in dealing with their own
language, counted inclusively. This fact provided assur-
ance to the leadership in the Worldwide Church of God
that the counting change should be made.

The Church of the Great God agrees that the inclusive
counting method is correct. However, we maintain
that the count should always begin with the day
following THE WEEKLY SABBATH that without deviation
falls within the two annual high holy day Sabbaths that
mark the beginning and end of the Feast of Unleavened
Bread. The first day of the count will always be a
Sunday, thus the end of the fifty-day count will always
be a Sunday.

This establishes a rule and pattern that are proved
by the fact that Jesus—the First of the Firstfruits, the
very Being symbolized in the Wavesheaf—perfectly
fulfilled the type. He was “waved” before the Father
by ascending to heaven on the morning of the first day
of the week. This followed His resurrection at the end
of the weekly Sabbath during the Feast of Unleavened
Bread (John 20:1-17).

This rule does not mean every count will begin
within the Feast of Unleavened Bread because every
so often, once in eleven years on average, Passover will
fall on a weekly Sabbath. This normal calendar occur-
rence causes the first day of Unleavened Bread, a high
holy day Sabbath, to be on a Sunday. Thus, the last day
of Unleavened Bread, another high holy day Sabbath,
falls on the weekly Sabbath.

This particular Sabbath—on the last day of Unleav-
ened Bread—is the only weekly Sabbath within the
Feast of Unleavened Bread in those years. Thus, to
maintain a fixed, consistent, unswerving, unchanging,
dependable rule, the count to Pentecost in those years
begins the next day, one day outside the Feast of
Unleavened Bread. Nothing in Scripture has been found
to countermand this rule.

Apart from the Bible, The Encyclopedia of Jewish
Religion, authored by R.J. Zwi Werblowsky and edited
by Geoffrey Wigoder, in the article, “Weeks, Feast of,”
notes:

The interpretation of the words “on the morrow
of the Sabbath” was a subject of controversy
between the Pharisees and the Sadducees, the
former maintaining that the word Sabbath in this
context refers to the first day of Passover (with the
result that the Feast of Weeks always fell on the
same day of the week as the second day of
Passover), while the Sadducees (as the Samari-

tans, and later the Karaites) maintained that the
reference is to the first Sunday after the first day of
Passover (according to which the Feast of Weeks
would always fall on a Sunday).

A brief explanation may be helpful to understand-
ing this quotation. The Jews call the Feast of Unleav-
ened Bread “Passover.” Thus, “the first day of
Passover” is really the first day of Unleavened Bread,
a high holy day. “The first Sunday after the first day
of Passover,” by Sadducean reckoning, is exactly the
day the Church of the Great God always begins its
count to Pentecost. It is the day following the weekly
Sabbath that falls within the Feast of Unleavened
Bread.

The Sadducees conclusion, like the Church of the
Great God’s, is consistent in its count to Pentecost
regardless of when Passover occurs. It allows for no
exceptions to the rule. GOD IS NOT THE AUTHOR OF A

CONFUSING SET OF RULES THAT RESULTS WHEN THE COUNT

BEGINS IMMEDIATELY AFTER PASSOVER ENDS, which re-
quires an exception to the rule followed in all other
years.

Another helpful principle to guide us is that we should
never allow symbolism to override a clear, God-
established rule.

PASSOVER ON A WEEKLY SABBATH
In the last century, Passover fell on a weekly Sabbath
less than 13 percent of the time. The conclusion reached
by some church of God groups on when to begin the
count to Pentecost in these years destroys church
unity on this doctrine. A weekly Sabbath Passover
causes the next day, a Sunday, to be the first day of
Unleavened Bread, a holy day Sabbath. In 1974, the
Worldwide Church of God began the practice of
starting the count to Pentecost on the Sunday that falls
within the Feast of Unleavened Bread, and following
Herbert Armstrong’s death, several groups have con-
tinued to use this method. However, the conclusion to
begin counting with this day is wrong in a number of
areas.

First, God warns us in Deuteronomy 12:32 and Rev-
elation 22:18-19 neither to add to nor to take away from
God’s Word. Scripture contains no command or example
that the sheaf must be waved during the Feast of
Unleavened Bread. Instead, Leviticus 23:10-11, 15-16
clearly implies that the WEEKLY SABBATH’S occurrence
within the Feast of Unleavened Bread is of primary
importance.

Second, Passover, though it occasionally falls on a
weekly Sabbath, does not qualify at any time as a
weekly Sabbath within the Feast of Unleavened Bread.
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Leviticus 23:5-6 clearly states that “on the fourteenth
day of the first month . . . is the LORD’S Passover. And
on the fifteenth day of the same month is the Feast of
Unleavened Bread.” That Passover and Unleavened
Bread are adjacent to each other is patently true, but
they are separate festivals with distinctly different
teachings. Passover teaches us of the death of our
Savior to cover our sins. The Feast of Unleavened Bread
instructs us to come out of sin, to overcome and grow
from the trials of life. Though related, Passover is not
part of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, and therefore
the Sabbath it infrequently falls on does not qualify as a
weekly Sabbath within the Feast of Unleavened Bread.
To use it is inconsistent with the counting method used
in the other 87 percent of years.

Furthermore, Wavesheaf Day is directly associated
with Pentecost by the fact that the count to Pentecost
begins with it, as well as by their related teachings. Both
days involve harvest symbolism. Wavesheaf Day begins
the harvest, and Pentecost ends it.

Third, no one has ever found a record of Jews—
whether Sadducees, Pharisees, Falashas, Karaites, or
Essenes—in all of Jewish history, observing Wavesheaf
Day on anything but a common workday. All of these
groups began counting with a day following a Sab-
bath, but none of them ever permitted Wavesheaf
Day to be observed on any type of Sabbath. All of
these groups could plainly see that Scripture states that
Wavesheaf Day falls on the day after a Sabbath, never
on one.

Realizing that their conclusion is weak, some who
place Wavesheaf Day on the day following a Sabbath
Passover have had to devise a cunning argument for
beginning the count with the first day of Unleavened
Bread, an annual Sabbath. They conclude that, since
Jesus, the First of the Firstfruits, was “waved” for
acceptance before the Father following His resurrec-
tion within the Feast of Unleavened Bread, every
Wavesheaf Day thereafter should conform to it.

However, consider this: Do we observe every Pass-
over on a Wednesday because Jesus was crucified in a
year that Passover fell on a Wednesday? No, we do not.
Wavesheaf Day and the beginning of the count to
Pentecost are, like all other festivals and their ceremo-
nies, observed on the dates and days assigned them by
God in Leviticus 23 (see verse 2) and in accordance with
calendar rules.

There is no consistency to their argument and prac-
tice, but those who believe this reasoning are so
insistent that at least one group has declared Pass-
over to be a Day of Unleavened Bread, despite Leviticus
23:5-6 showing that they are two different festivals. Is
the Feast of Unleavened Bread seven or eight days
long? The question is ridiculous on its face. Exodus

12:15-20; 13:3-7 and Leviticus 23:6-8 all say it lasts for
seven days. Adding Passover makes the feast an
unscriptural eight days long.

No statement in the Bible says that Wavesheaf Day
must fall within the Feast of Unleavened Bread. Instead,
God uses the one weekly Sabbath falling within the
seven days of Unleavened Bread as His marker that
the following day begins the count. Thus, the day the
count begins—a Sunday—can fall outside the Feast of
Unleavened Bread in about 13% of years without de-
stroying the count’s spiritual ramifications because it is
spiritually connected to Pentecost, not the Feast of
Unleavened Bread.

THE WEEKLY SABBATH
Why are we so insistent that the marker God uses for
triggering the count is the weekly Sabbath that falls
between the two holy days of Unleavened Bread? First,
and most importantly, is the fact that Jesus, the true
spiritual Wavesheaf, rose to heaven before God for
acceptance on a Sunday morning after the weekly
Sabbath during the Feast of Unleavened Bread, follow-
ing the command in Leviticus 23. The vital element is
that the weekly Sabbath immediately preceding
Wavesheaf Day occurred during Unleavened Bread,
and this pattern should be followed in all other years.

No more proof should be needed, but there is
additional, helpful logic for this. If one begins the
count on the day following a holy day Sabbath, the
observance of Pentecost will annually occur on a fixed
date (either Sivan 6 or Sivan 12, depending on which holy
day is counted from). This would render God’s com-
mand to count unnecessary because, like every other
holy day, Pentecost would always fall on the same
calendar date each year. But God does not give silly,
worthless rules!

On the other hand, the date for the weekly Sabbath
within the Feast of Unleavened Bread varies year by
year, depending on which day Passover falls. Pass-
over, Nisan 14, may occur on a Monday, Wednesday,
Friday, or Sabbath. The Sabbath within Unleavened
Bread, of course, always falls on a Saturday, but its
date will be either Nisan 15, 17, 19, or 21. Pentecost,
then, may occur on as many as four different dates in
any given year (Sivan 6, 8, 10, or 12), depending on
the date of the Sabbath within the Feast of Unleav-
ened Bread. Thus, God’s command forces us to count
each year to ensure that we observe Pentecost on the
correct day.

In next month’s “Personal,” we will consider Joshua
5 and Deuteronomy 12, along with the assumptions many
bring to this critical issue.

—John W. Ritenbaugh
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to exercise self-discipline and avoid His judgment by
watching—searchingly examining ourselves, detecting
our shortcomings, and recognizing our own condition.
Yet, if we fail to exercise discipline, He will not. As
in the example of Jonah, He is faithful and will
complete His purpose (Philippians 1:6). If we fall
short, He will discipline and chasten us because He
does not want to see us destroyed. God’s purpose—
our salvation—does not change. Again, the only vari-
able is how much we choose to suffer before He
accomplishes His purpose. We choose whether we will
be humble or be humbled.

How Do We Examine Ourselves?
In many cases, not necessarily all, we choose our trials.
It is the same in any family. If one son is dutiful and
obedient, and the other is rebellious, pushing the enve-
lope at every opportunity, it would come as no surprise
which son suffers the greater trials (or receives the
most discipline) in both number and severity. Each child
has a choice. We also have a choice—to exercise the
discipline now, or to receive it from God at some time in
the future.

So, how do we searchingly examine ourselves, detect
our shortcomings, and recognize our own condition?
How do we find the path we should be taking? God
promises us in Proverbs 3:6, “In all your ways acknowl-
edge Him, and He shall direct your paths.” The Mes-
sage, a paraphrase, renders this verse as, “Listen for
GOD’S voice in everything you do, everywhere you go;
he’s the one who will keep you on track.”

When we acknowledge His presence—which striv-
ing to pray always does—He shines His light on the
decision or thought. Consciously including God in the
process makes the right choice more obvious. It also
makes the choice a conscious one of obeying or
disobeying God, rather than relegating it to habit or
impulse.

Too often, we are not exercising self-control because
we are hiding from God’s presence, just as Adam and
Eve did (Genesis 3:8). We may hear that “still small
voice” (I Kings 19:12), but we turn off our minds and just
go with the flow, unresistingly following the dictates of
our human nature, which has been under Satan’s influ-
ence since our births.

This tendency makes striving to pray always, being in
constant contact with God, the best way to accomplish

The “praying always” that Jesus commands in Luke
21:36 affects every part of our Christian lives. It

is the tool that God gives us to be in constant contact
with Him so that we can truly bring every thought into
captivity, under the control of God (II Corinthians
10:5). We are encouraged to make bold use of this
tool for our every need (Hebrews 4:16). We need to
explore some of the important implications that striv-
ing to pray always—praying at all times—has on this
life to which God has called us.

In Luke 21:36, Christ also commands us to “watch.”
The underlying Greek word stresses the need to be alert
or on guard. This fits with a major requirement of
Christian life, that we examine ourselves. We are to be
alert to those things about ourselves that will disqualify
us from entering God’s Kingdom so that we can change
them.

Self-examination is such an important spiritual activ-
ity that God includes it as a major part of one of His seven
festivals, the Feast of Unleavened Bread. II Corinthians
13:5 exhorts, “Examine yourselves as to whether you are
in the faith. Test yourselves. Do you not know your-
selves, that Jesus Christ is in you?—unless indeed you
are disqualified.” Our ongoing efforts to submit to God’s
laws and standards are evidence that Christ and His faith
are in us (James 2:18).

God always gives us choices (Deuteronomy 30:19).
Consider the example of Jonah. He could have done
exactly what God asked of him, but instead, he rebelled,
having to suffer an intense trial to bring him to obedience
to God’s will. Notice, however, that God’s purpose
never changed. The only variable was how much pain
and suffering Jonah chose to experience before he
submitted to God’s purpose. Initially, he chose rebellion
and trials over submission to God.

God gives us that same choice, as I Corinthians 11:31-
32 (The Amplified Bible) shows:

For if we SEARCHINGLY EXAMINED OURSELVES [detect-
ing our shortcomings and recognizing our own
condition], we should not be judged and penalty
decreed [by the divine judgment]. But when we
[fall short and] are judged by the Lord, we are
disciplined and chastened, so that we may not
[finally] be condemned [to eternal punishment
along] with the world. (Small capitals added.)

Verse 31 teaches that God allows us the opportunity

Praying Always
Part Five
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effective self-examination. By communicating with God
before every decision, even before every thought (II
Corinthians 10:5), we invite God into the situation,
putting the spotlight of truth on our thinking and
motivations—human nature’s worst nightmare.

With God’s presence through His Holy Spirit, we
are able to recognize our shame and our helplessness
before God, helping to create a stronger awareness of
sin that we cannot easily evade by rationalizing it.
When face to face with the holy God, we cannot
easily say that our sin is only a little thing. Nor can we
use others as examples, saying, “They are doing it, so
what is the big deal?” With God there, right in front
of us, all our excuses fail.

Once we bring God into the picture, the right way
is more obvious, removing the many excuses our
human nature concocts to allow disobedience. Then,
the stark choice of obedience or blatant rejection of
God faces us. When this occurs, it is a good time to pray
for the will and power to do the right thing (Philippi-
ans 2:13).

Aversion to God’s Presence
Do we really want fellowship with God? Our frequent
contact with God, or lack of it, is an easy, concrete
measurement for both God and ourselves to know the
true answer.

A Laodicean’s central characteristic is an aversion to
God’s presence. He does not gladly throw open the
doors to let Christ in. Instead, he wants his privacy to
pursue his own interests, unimpeded by the constraints
God’s presence would impose. Notice Revelation 3:20:
“Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears
My voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and
dine with him, and he with Me.”

Striving to pray always throws open the door of our
minds to God, and just as Luke 21:36 indicates, by
vigilant watching we can spot our Laodicean tenden-
cies, overcome them, and avoid tribulation. Commen-
tator Albert Barnes makes some interesting points on
Revelation 3:20:

The act of knocking implies two things:

(a) that we desire admittance; and

(b) that we recognise the right of him who dwells
in the house to open the door to us or not, as he
shall please. We would not obtrude upon him; we
would not force his door; and if, after we are sure
that we are heard, we are not admitted, we turn
quietly away. Both of these things are implied here

by the language used by the Saviour when he
approaches man as represented under the image
of knocking at the door: that he desires to be
admitted to our friendship; and that he recognises
our freedom in the matter. He does not obtrude
himself upon us, nor does he employ force to find
admission to the heart. If admitted, he comes and
dwells with us; if rejected, he turns quietly away—
perhaps to return and knock again, perhaps never
to come back.

Striving to pray always is our conscious choice to let
God in. Psalm 4:4 (Contemporary English Version,
CEV) emphasizes the seriousness of examining our-
selves: “But each of you had better tremble and turn
from your sins. Silently search your heart as you lie in
bed.”

Every night, at the end of another busy day, provides
us—and God—an opportunity to evaluate the true intent
of our hearts. We can ask ourselves: How much and
how often did we acknowledge God throughout our
day? How much did we talk to Him and fellowship
with Him today? Where did we miss opportunities to do
it? Why?

Perhaps the biggest question to ask is this: When did
we hear the “still small voice” today and hide from God’s
presence? Our daily answers to these self-examination
questions and our practical responses could in a large
measure determine where we spend both the Tribulation
and eternity (Luke 21:36).

Walking With God
Nearly fifty times in the New Testament, walking is
used as a metaphor to describe how we live our daily
lives. These numerous references signify just how
important this concept is to God. For instance, Paul
exhorts us to make our walk a worthy one (Colossians
1:10), one accomplished by faith and not sight (II Corin-
thians 5:7).

Enoch walked with God for 300 years (Genesis 5:22, 24).
For three centuries, Enoch included God in every aspect
of his life. In other words, wherever Enoch was, God
was. In life, they were inseparable partners. We can
please God as Enoch did (Hebrews 11:5) by following his
example.

How do we include God in every aspect of our lives
as Enoch did in such an exemplary way? How do we
ensure that God is wherever we are? Striving to pray
always accomplishes both. It is a major element in
walking with God.

How do we compare to Enoch’s example? Can God
say of us what He says about Enoch, that He is a partner
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in every aspect of our lives? Rather than running from
God as a Laodicean would, Enoch wanted God to be
present and involved in his life. He willingly and
without fear subjected himself to God’s minute evalu-
ation and examination because of their intimate rela-
tionship developed through time and contact.

Enoch’s walk with God is an example of a life lived
with true dedication, and it can be the same for us.
Praying always clearly demonstrates the true intent of
the heart and our true dedication to God. The first
Great Commandment is to “love the LORD your God
with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all
your mind” (Matthew 22:36-38). Because it is first,
we will probably be evaluated on it most thoroughly.
Praying always demonstrates our desire to comply
with it.

Our Day
Consider this scenario: A person spends the entire day
walking from Point A to Point B with his best friend.
However, he speaks to his friend only a little in the
morning and mumbles a few words at night before
falling to sleep, ignoring him for the rest of the day.
What would be his friend’s likely assessment of the
state of their friendship? Even two extremely intro-
verted friends would share interests and converse on
them to some extent.

Is there a better friend than God? We have a great
deal to discuss with Him every day, for every day is
filled with decisions: what to eat or not to eat, what to
purchase or not purchase, what to spend time doing or
thinking about. We must also decide how to respond
to other people and how to respond to our own
emotions and attitudes.

Every significant choice should be brought to God
(Proverbs 3:6). If we do not, we are making decisions
based on human nature and declaring ourselves to
be Laodiceans, self-sufficient and needing noth-
ing, directly contrary to the teaching of Jesus Christ
(John 15:5). These do not have to be on-your-knees
prayers, but we should at least silently ask God to
bring His light to bear on the situation and to supply
our needs, whether we need wisdom, discernment,
strength, courage, understanding, patience, etc.

Notice the command in Galatians 5:16, 25: “I say
then: Walk in the Spirit, and you shall not fulfill the lust
of the flesh. . . . If we live in the Spirit, let us also walk
in the Spirit.” If we are walking in the Spirit, made
possible by praying always, we cannot be sinning
(verse 16). They are mutually exclusive.

Praying always is a major component of walking
with God and one of the two tickets to avoiding
tribulation and gaining entrance to God’s Kingdom.
As such, Enoch’s life contains a point worthy of note
that may apply to those living at the end time. God
says of Enoch in Genesis 5:24: “And Enoch walked

with God; and he was not, for God took him.” If we
walk with God as Enoch did, will God, true to His
patterns, likewise take us away from the trouble on
the horizon? Luke 21:36 indicates the answer could
be, “Yes.”

Opportunities
To help us to see the many opportunities we have
during our day for self-examination and for walking
and talking with God, notice the following possibilities.
When:

• we or a family member is leaving the house,
ask for God’s protection. We should not take
God’s protection for granted (James 4:13-15).

• we or loved ones return home without incident,
thank God for allowing this (Ephesians 5:20).

• faced with worry and anxiety, acknowledge
God’s presence and its power (Psalm 23:4).

• someone we care about comes to mind, thank
God for allowing them in our lives and pray for
their protection and about any challenges they
may be facing (II Thessalonians 1:3).

• a difficult person comes to mind, pray about
our attitude and for wisdom to treat them as God
has already treated us (I John 4:19).

• an enemy comes to mind, pray for them
(Matthew 5:44) instead of nursing ill feelings.

• reaching for food that is not good for the body,
acknowledge God’s stern warning in I Corin-
thians 3:17.

• faced with choices of right and wrong, ask for
the will and power to do the right (Philippians 2:13).

• a decision needs to be made, acknowledge His
presence so that His light may shine (Psalm
36:9).

• tempted not to work on vital items in our lives,
ask for the strength and power to prioritize
properly (Psalm 68:35).

• our thoughts do not match the standards of
Philippians 4:8, ask God for help to make our
thoughts acceptable to Him (Psalm 19:14).

• we see something beautiful in nature, thank
God for His creation (Psalm 104:24).

(continued on page 18)
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Ask and It Will
Be Given

“Ask, and it will be

given to you;

seek, and you

shall find;

knock, and it will be

opened to you.”

—Matthew 7:7

“Be ready always to give an answer . . .” I Peter 3:15

Would achieving astounding spiritual growth delight us? For converted
members of God’s church, being able to “bear much fruit” to glorify God
(John 15:8) would bring us a great deal of joy and satisfaction. Yet, few of
us seem to be making great strides in this regard; in fact, we tend to reach
a plateau in our growth and make little subsequent progress. Is it possible
that we are overlooking a fundamental teaching of Jesus Christ and are
thus stunting our spiritual growth?

Perhaps in looking for more complex instruction we have never
seriously considered Matthew 7:7 as a key to growth, but it may contain
the exhortation that we need to grow and bear fruit far beyond what we
have ever imagined. Jesus simply says, “Ask, and it will be given to you;
seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you.”

We know that Jesus spoke in parables to the multitudes to prevent their
understanding, yet He reveals to His disciples the meaning of His words
(Matthew 13:10-11, 13). Maybe we should regard Matthew 7:7 as a kind
of parable, a saying containing a meaning beyond its simple exterior. If so,
we must then ask ourselves, “What exactly is Jesus telling us to ask for?”

Many—among them preachers of the “prosperity gospel”—believe that
the focus of this verse is on receiving things, that is, that we will get
whatever we ask for as long as we ask according to God’s will. While this
is a true principle, if put in terms of materialism, it misses the real point
Jesus intended because He never appeals to our vanity or instructs us to
satisfy human nature’s selfish desires. As Herbert Armstrong often
reminded us, God’s way of life is the “give” way, not the “get” way. Thus,
the matter is cloaked in parable-like mystery.

What to Ask For
Upon examining the context, we find Jesus giving instructions on many
things, but for what does He instruct us to request for ourselves from
God? Notice what He tells us to ask for in Matthew 6:11, part of what is
commonly known as “The Lord’s Prayer,” His model prayer designed to
teach us how to pray: “Give us this day our daily bread.”

ready answer
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ready answer Ask and It Will Be Given

This is apparently the only material request in the entire model prayer; all the other requests
are for spiritual aid such as forgiveness, protection, and guidance. With this in mind, is Jesus
telling us to ask for physical food every day? A literal meaning is often the most likely
understanding, yet the continuing context of the chapter suggests He had more spiritual matters
on His mind. Just a few verses later, in Matthew 6:25-26, 31, He teaches:

Therefore I say to you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink; nor
about your body, what you will put on. Is not life more than food and the body more than
clothing? Look at the birds of the air, for they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns; yet
your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they? . . . Therefore do not
worry, saying, “What shall we eat?” or “What shall we drink?” or, “What shall we wear?”

The close proximity of these instructions makes it clear that, in telling us to ask God for our
daily bread, Jesus does not have physical food foremost in His mind. What, then, is this “bread”
that we are to ask for? John 6:35 provides an answer: “Jesus said to them, ‘I am the bread of
life. He who comes to Me shall never hunger, and he who believes in Me shall never thirst.’”

The Bible uses the word bread to mean “that which is taken into the body and provides
nourishment.” Scripture presents two basic types of bread, leavened and unleavened.
Leavening consistently symbolizes the corruption of sin (for instance, I Corinthians 5:8, “the
leaven of malice and wickedness”). Thus, a Christian has a choice of spiritual nourishment that
he can take into himself: He can choose sinless, healthful bread or sinful, corrupting bread. This
latter bread comes in a range of varieties from sinful and unhealthy to evil and downright
poisonous bread.

The manna with which God fed the Israelites while they journeyed through the wilderness
was symbolic of Christ, the Bread of Life (John 6:49-51). The account of the giving of the
manna in Exodus 16:4, 14-21, 26 shows that the Israelites had a part to play in receiving
nourishment from it. They were required to rise early and gather their daily amount before the
sun “became hot” and melted it away, or they would go hungry for that day—and perhaps for
the next day, if it were a Preparation Day for the Sabbath.

In “the Lord’s Prayer,” Jesus is instructing His followers to rise early every day and ask God
to send the unleavened, sinless Bread of Life to dwell in them. Without the indwelling of Christ
through God’s Spirit, there is no spiritual life in us (John 6:53, 55-58).

Daily Bread
Why is it important that we ask each and every day for this? It is important because God, in
His concern to preserve our free-moral agency, will not enter in and live in us uninvited. God is
not like an evil demon that will possess us and take control of our lives against our will. He
wants us to choose willingly to believe and obey Him and to seek a relationship with Him.

Like a boat trying to dock against the tide, if we do not actively pursue God, then we will
slowly drift away from Him (Hebrews 2:1). The cares and pulls of the world seem to distract
us easily, and we lose our focus on God. If we are ignoring Him, God may soon become unsure
whether we are still choosing to walk with Him. He will try to get our attention back where it
should be—on Him and His righteousness—through trials or other circumstances.

Yet ultimately, in order not to override our choice in the matter, God will allow us to slip
away unless we repent and actively seek Him and ask for His Spirit. Without God’s Spirit in us,
we are trying to live and overcome on our own. If Jesus Himself says, “I can of Myself do
nothing” (John 5:30), what chance does an individual have to overcome without Christ in him?

How does God’s Spirit help us to overcome? Back in the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve
disobeyed God and ate of the fruit of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. Because of
their disobedience, an attitude, a spirit, of sin and rebellion entered into them and separated
them from God. That spirit is enmity against God (Romans 8:7-9). It is a poison, a spiritual
disease, that contaminates each individual as he adjusts to a sin-filled world and makes the
same poor choices that Adam and Eve made.

However, once God calls a person, if he allows God to humble him, then upon repentance, he
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is prepared for the indwelling of God’s Spirit. The Holy Spirit is the antidote for the
noxious, evil spirit of sin that humanity has followed since the Garden of Eden. Our carnal
spirit, mimicking the attitudes of Satan, is prideful and self-serving, but God’s pure and
powerful Spirit can heal us and make it possible for us to keep God’s laws by dissolving
our proud, selfish nature. Once this process has begun, we can then begin to bear the
fruits of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22-23).

Yet, we cannot take the indwelling of God’s Spirit for granted. When David sinned
with Bathsheba and conspired in the death of Uriah the Hittite, he drifted from God
for several months at least, for it was not until around the time that the baby was born
that the prophet Nathan shocked the king into awareness of what he had done (II
Samuel 12:14-15). In his psalm of repentance, he cries, “Create in me a clean heart, O
God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me. Do not cast me away from your presence,
and do not take Your Holy Spirit from me” (Psalm 51:10-11; emphasis ours throughout).
He realized that by his neglect of seeking God daily, he had been dangerously close to
losing all contact with God. Thus, he asks God to renew His Spirit within him and not
take it away.

In the New Testament, the apostle Paul also speaks of renewing God’s Spirit in us. He
writes in II Corinthians 4:16, “Therefore we do not lose heart. Even though our outward
man is perishing, yet the inward man is being renewed day by day.” Speaking of the
“new man” again in Ephesians 4, he instructs the brethren, “. . . put off, concerning your
former conduct, the old man which grows corrupt according to the deceitful lusts, and be
renewed in the spirit of your mind, and . . . put on the new man which was created
according to God, in righteousness and true holiness” (verses 22-24).

Clearly, God wants us to be in contact with Him every day by His Spirit.

A Continual Request
Notice Ezekiel 36:25-27:

Then I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you shall be clean; I will cleanse you from
all your filthiness and from all your idols. I will give you a new heart and put a new
spirit within you; I will take the heart of stone out of your flesh and give you a heart of
flesh. I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you will
keep My judgments and do them.

This prophecy refers to the Millennium and beyond, when Satan will be bound and thus
rendered ineffective in spreading his evil attitudes. At that time, God will repair the
damage—first done in the Garden of Eden and in every human heart since—by replacing
man’s human nature with His Spirit. He will work to change man’s heart from a hard,
unyielding one to a soft, humble one that will be eager to hear and obey God.

Notice that Ezekiel prophesies that God’s Spirit will cause people to walk in His statues
and to keep His judgments. God’s Spirit provides both motivation and strength to do what
is good and right. We do God’s work—believing, obeying, overcoming, growing, producing
fruit—not by our power and abilities but by His Spirit (Zechariah 4:6). It is readily, freely,
abundantly available to those who have believed, been baptized, and have received the
earnest of the Holy Spirit through the laying on of hands.

But, as we have seen, that is not the end of the matter. We must continue to request
God’s presence in us, our daily Bread of Life, by His Spirit. We must ask, seek, and
knock, constantly pursuing God, His Kingdom, and His righteousness (Matthew 6:33). If
we do this, He promises to add “all these things,” our daily needs.

Jesus tells His disciples just before His arrest, “I am the vine, you are the branches: He
who abides in Me, and I in him, bears much fruit; for without Me you can do nothing”
(John 15:5). If we request His presence in us each day and obey Him in faith, we will, by
His power, produce astonishing spiritual growth.

—Daryl White
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personal The Christian Fight

(continued from page 6)
saying? None of these saving elements comes to pass in
life because no faith is produced!

Jesus utters another awesome, humbling truth in John
10:3-4, 6, 16:

“To him the doorkeeper opens, and the sheep
hear his voice; and he calls his own sheep by
name and leads them out. And when he brings
out his own sheep, he goes before them; and the
sheep follow him, for they know his voice.” . . .
Jesus used this illustration, but they did not under-
stand the things which He spoke to them. . . .
“And other sheep I have which are not of this
fold; them also I must bring, and they will hear My
voice; and there will be one flock and one shep-
herd.”

He describes our calling and relationship with our
Shepherd—Himself—in intimate and personal terms.
“He calls them by name.” He personally leads them
out of their pen, a symbol of the world in which we
are held captive, enslaved, and spiritually dead. Con-
versely, verse 6 plainly depicts the spiritual condition of
the uncalled: They did not understand. God had not
enabled them because He was not calling them to be
a part of His purpose at that time. Thus, the miracle
that opens our minds so we could “hear” was not
performed on them.

Romans 8:30 adds another startling truth: “Moreover
whom He predestined, these He also called; whom He
called, these He also justified; and who He justified,
these He also glorified.” Only the called are justified!
Justification through repentance and the atoning blood
of Jesus Christ is what permits us into the presence of
God, enabling further growth to glorification in God’s
Kingdom!

Paul writes in I Corinthians 1:26-27:

For you see your calling, brethren, that not many
wise according to the flesh, not many mighty,
not many noble, are called. But God has chosen
the foolish things of the world to put to shame
the wise, and God has chosen the weak things of
the world to put to shame the things which are
mighty.

Even a cursory evaluation of the called shows that,
according to the flesh, they have nothing to commend
them before God. I Peter 2:9-10 further defines the state
of the called:

But you are a chosen generation, a royal priest-
hood, a holy nation, His own special people, that

you may proclaim the praises of Him who called
you out of darkness into His marvelous light; who
once were not a people but are now the people of
God, who had not obtained mercy but now have
obtained mercy.

God’s calling is a humbling act of sovereign grace in
which our minds, our spirits, are aroused into an
awareness of God, His truths, His importance, and
His purpose that they never had before. We may
have been religious prior to our calling, but not in the
special way we are now. This awareness is combined
with a God-given reverence for Him and a motivation
to seek Him according to the patterns He provides to the
called.

Never before would we have even thought to do
things like keep the Sabbath and the holy days, tithe,
pray, or fellowship with the brethren. Our understanding
of the Bible is opened in a way and to a degree of
importance that we never desired or even imagined. An
awareness of the specifics of sins begins to dawn on our
minds, and a consciousness of guilt rises to a level we
never before experienced. Jesus Christ and what He
was, did, and presently is become burned into our mind
so that we yearn to meet Him.

Most of the entire package of God and His way that
we now perceive as logical and sensible—which the
unconverted consider strange, to be avoided, and
even to persecute at times—results from His choosing
to give us grace.

“Look to Abraham, Your Father”
Let us begin to tie these thoughts into Hebrews 11:8 and
Abraham. We will begin with Isaiah 51:1-8:

“Listen to Me, you who follow after righteous-
ness, you who seek the LORD: Look to the rock
from which you were hewn, and to the hole of
the pit from which you were dug. Look to
Abraham your father, and to Sarah who bore
you; for I called him alone, and blessed him and
increased him.” For the LORD will comfort Zion,
He will comfort all her waste places; He will
make her wilderness like Eden, and her desert
like the garden of the LORD; joy and gladness will
be found in it, thanksgiving and the voice of
melody. “Listen to Me, My people; and give ear
to Me, O My nation: For law will proceed from
Me, and I will make My justice rest as a light of
the peoples. My righteousness is near, and My
salvation has gone forth, and My arms will judge
the peoples; the coastlands will wait upon Me,
and on My arm they will trust. Lift up your eyes
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to the heavens, and look on the earth beneath.
For the heavens will vanish away like smoke, the
earth will grow old like a garment, and those
who dwell in it will die in like manner; but My
salvation will be forever, and My righteousness
will not be abolished. Listen to Me, you who
know righteousness, you people in whose heart
is My law: Do not fear the reproach of men, nor
be afraid of their insults. For the moth will eat
them up like a garment, and the worm will eat
them like wool; but My righteousness will be
forever, and My salvation from generation to
generation.”

Isaiah is looking down the corridor of time, know-
ing that surely a time is coming when the earth will be
no more. Through him, God urges the spiritual chil-
dren of Abraham and Sarah to look to their forebears
for instruction. Why? Because now is the time for
those who seek righteousness to take advantage of
what God has given. He appeals to us to consider our
lives by looking back to what God has recorded
regarding Abraham and Sarah. During God’s work
with them, He established foundational patterns for a
life of faith.

In the story of Abraham and Sarah, we can learn
much and gather a great deal of practical, spiritual
understanding about our experiences in the relation-
ship with Him and with the Family He is busily
creating. Learning such things is essential because
He requires our cooperation in this creative work.
This is exactly what Paul is doing by using the ex-
amples of Abel, Enoch, Noah, and now Abraham. With
Abraham and Sarah, the Bible provides far more infor-
mation for us to work with, so it is easier to apply it
to our lives.

Abraham’s Carnal Religious Roots
The first element of Abraham’s life that Paul draws
upon is his calling. Joshua 24:2-3 reveals the geographi-
cal location of Abraham’s family:

And Joshua said to all the people, “Thus says the
LORD God of Israel: ‘Your fathers, including Terah,
the father of Abraham and the father of Nahor,
dwelt on the other side of the River [Euphrates] in
old times; and they served other gods. Then I took
your father Abraham from the other side of the
River, [and] led him throughout all the land of
Canaan. . . .’”

When Abraham was called, he was literally living in
Babylon on the plain of Shinar in the city of Ur. He did

not come from a God-fearing family, and there is no
evidence that he was converted at the time of Genesis
12:1. Every indication is that he, too, was a heathen. As
we shall see, every called person begins in idolatry.

God had in all likelihood begun to work with him,
preparing him for his calling by guiding his thinking to
begin to question areas of life he had previously ac-
cepted without question. Historical traditions indicate
that his family was of a priestly caste, and perhaps he
was already questioning the validity of the false gods he
served.

Acts 7:2-4 clarifies a few things relating to the early
period of his calling:

And [Stephen] said, “Brethren and fathers, listen:
The God of glory appeared to our father Abraham
when he was in Mesopotamia, before he dwelt
in Haran, and said to him, ‘Get out of your country
and from your relatives, and come to a land that
I will show you.’ Then he came out of the land
of the Chaldeans and dwelt in Haran. And from
there, when his father was dead, He moved him
to this land in which you now dwell.”

What is included in God’s appearance is not known.
Whether it was literal, in a vision, or by dream is not
explained anywhere else. The element we need to
understand is that, as with us, Abraham did not earn
his calling. He had done nothing to earn or deserve
God’s notice.

Isaiah 51:2, which we saw above, adds a further piece
of information worth considering: “Look to Abraham
your father, and to Sarah who bore you; for I called
him alone, and blessed him and increased him.”
While Sarah is at least mentioned, no other family
members are included within the scope of this state-
ment. It appears that several members of Abraham’s
family depended on him, since much of his family left
with him, yet God makes clear that Abraham was the
only one spiritually called.

To how many of us has a similar thing happened? Why
does this happen? Nobody knows! It is unanswerable.
God shows mercy to whom He shows mercy. He loves
Jacob but loves Esau less by comparison, despite their
being twins. He accepts Abel and rejects Cain. He
chooses only Noah among millions of others to whom He
could have given grace.

This we know: At some time before leaving Babylon,
God became a living reality to Abraham to a degree no
one else near and dear to him experienced. Even amidst
his personal self-seeking and self-pleasing, he was mo-
tivated to leave his set routines of life. It must have been
similar to what Job experienced when he said, “I have
heard of You by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye
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sees You” (Job 42:5).
Whether the opening of Abraham’s mind was

gradual or sudden, God had graciously revealed Him-
self enough to make him move, and he did so to the
extent of leaving his homeland and journeying over
1,200 miles, probably on foot or at best by donkey or
cart, to a land known for violent weather, especially
for its high temperatures.

Abraham was already 70 years old, yet he severed
virtually every relationship that matters to normal
human concepts of life and well-being. For a long time,
stability became a thing of the past, considering that he
never again dwelt in a home with foundations. This
may seem an unusually hard and harsh requirement.
Nevertheless, he embarked on a journey into an utterly
unknown future.

What can we learn from this God-engineered ex-
ample? Undoubtedly, He was testing Abraham, a pro-
cess we should expect a measure of in our calling as
well. We may never have to leave our homeland and set
out on a long journey without knowing where we are
headed, but it is highly likely that disruptions will accom-
pany our calling.

A primary instruction God wants us to understand
from Abraham’s calling is that we must make a com-
plete break from our old lives. We must clearly begin to
sever ourselves from the old, “inner” life that was
implanted in our character by our living according to
the course of this world (Ephesians 2:2). II Corinthians
5:14-17 adds these thoughts:

For the love of Christ compels us, because we
judge thus: that if One died for all, then all died;
and He died for all, that those who live should
live no longer for themselves, but for Him who
died for them and rose again. Therefore, from now
on, we regard no one according to the flesh. Even
though we have known Christ according to the
flesh, yet now we know Him thus no longer.
Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new
creation; old things have passed away; behold, all
things have become new.

Paul describes what happened to Abraham and must
happen to us. Abraham’s mind—and therefore his life—
was so arrested and redirected by God’s revelation of
Himself that he responded dramatically, despite the
realization that he could no longer live as he had for 70
years. He had to make changes, and some of them would
be considerable and costly.

He could no longer live completely for himself. He no
longer perceived people as he had all his life. He
especially could no longer perceive his new God and
Savior as He formerly had. A new man was being

created from within, so he had to make a clean and
permanent break from his old life. His life now had a new
Object toward which he must walk. His life had a new
direction, a new relationship, new desires, and new
requirements to fulfill.

We must never forget that Abraham was a special
case; he is the prototype who set a vivid, overall example
for all his spiritual children to follow to some degree.
There were bumps along the way; at times, he fell short
of the ideal. Yet, on the whole, he did nothing less than
set a superb example for all of us.

In Christian love,

• something good happens, no matter how small,
thank God for allowing it (I Thessalonians 5:18).

• meeting people, ask for the help to be a good
example in word and deed (Philippians 2:14-15).

• facing a problem of any kind, acknowledge God’s
promises (Psalm 34:4-10).

• faced with indecision, ask for insight and guid-
ance (Proverbs 2:3-7).

• dealing with a bad habit that is an enemy to
overcoming, acknowledge God’s presence (Psalm
9:3).

This list is by no means a complete list, but it can be
a springboard to realizing how intimately involved God
wishes to be in our lives. It can help us to see the many
opportunities that He gives us throughout our day to
choose to walk with Him and to build the relationship.
Psalm 119:37 (CEV) tells us we find life, eternal life, by
going God’s way, walking with God: “Take away my
foolish desires, and let me find life by walking with you.”
Are we taking the steps to find eternal life? Praying
always is a vital first step.

Self-examination and walking with God are not the
only facets of our lives affected by praying always. The
final article in this series will give additional examples of
how praying always helps to accomplish our goal of
being in God’s Kingdom.

—Pat Higgins

Praying Always
(continued from page 12)
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Turkey: A Resurging Pivotal Power
For the last few decades, the world has been essentially unipolar.
With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the United States has
enjoyed an unrivaled position at the top of the global pecking
order in political, military, and economic terms.

However, geopolitical machinations never cease. The small
events that drive our lives also propel entire nations—some-
times forward, at other times backward. Russia is gaining politi-
cal and economic influence, and China and various banking hubs
in the Middle East are gaining financial ground. Nobody is truly
challenging the U.S. at this point, but a small cadre of potential
contenders is gaining visibility.

One such awakening power is Turkey, heir to the formidable
Ottoman Empire, which at various times dominated the eastern
Mediterranean, Europe (nearly to Vienna), North Africa, the
Arabian Peninsula, the Caucasus, and parts of Russia. Since the
end of World War I, though, when the Ottoman Empire col-
lapsed, Turkey’s role on the world stage has been limited and
muted. For nearly a century, it has been focused inward and
cautious in its foreign policy. That, however, is quite uncharac-
teristic of Turkey’s typical role in the region. Strategic
Forecasting’s George Friedman observes:

Until the fall of the Ottomans at the end of World War I, and
for centuries before then, Turkey was both the dominant
Muslim power and a major power in North Africa, South-
eastern Europe and the Middle East. Turkey was the hub
of a multinational empire that as far back as the 15th century
dominated the Mediterranean and Black seas. It was the
economic pivot of three continents, facilitating and con-
trolling the trading system of much of the Eastern Hemi-
sphere. (“The Geopolitics of Turkey,” July 31, 2007).

However, the saeculum of Turkey’s quietude is ending, and
it is again emerging—though slowly—as a pivotal power. The
Turkish Armed Forces is the second largest standing armed
force in NATO (after the U.S.), with a combined strength of over
a million uniformed personnel serving in its various branches. In
2006, Turkey had the eighteenth largest economy in the world,
and it has grown between five and eight percent for more than
five years. Its economy is larger than that of any other Muslim
country—including Saudi Arabia—and ranks between Belgium
and Sweden in terms of GDP.

To an extent, opposition from every direction—Russia, Greece,
Armenia, Syria, Iraq, and Iran—is still restraining Turkey’s
economy. Yet, as its economy continues to grow, the ability of
these nations—with the notable exception of Russia—to con-
tinue to oppose its influence meaningfully is decreasing. More-
over, as its economy, military capabilities, and influence expand
at the intersection of Europe, Russia, and the Middle East, the
likelihood of Turkey remaining passive is slight. The balance of
power will have to change in each of the regions where Turkey
can assert itself, such as southeastern Europe (including the
highly-pressurized Balkans) and the ever-volatile Middle East.
Friedman explains it this way:

Not only does Turkey interface with an extraordinary
number of regions, but its economy also is the major one
in each of those regions, while Turkish military power
usually is pre-eminent as well. When Turkey develops
economically, it develops militarily. It then becomes the
leading power—in many regions. That is what it means to
be a pivotal power.

While Turkey is not the regional hegemon just yet, its influ-
ence and politico-military activity are steadily increasing. In the
run-up to the invasion of Iraq, Turkey—a long-time U.S. ally—
firmly declined to let American forces use its territory as a
staging ground. Among other things, it did not want to be seen
as a collaborator in a war against another Muslim nation. Turkey
is thus in the unusual position that America needs Turkey—
both as a basing point as well as a counterweight to Iran—more
than Turkey needs America.

Though surrounded by chaos, Turkey has a vested interest
in stabilizing the region. Friedman states:

It no longer regards the United States as a stabilizing force,
and it sees Europe as a collective entity and individual
nations as both hostile and impotent. . . . It is far more
interested in the future of Syria and Iraq, its relationship
with its ally, Israel, and ultimately the future of the Arabian
Peninsula. In other words, Turkey should be viewed as a
rapidly emerging regional power—or, in the broadest sense,
as beginning the process of recreating a regional hegemon
of enormous strategic power, based in Asia Minor but
projecting political, economic and military forces in a full
circle. Its willingness to rely on the United States to
guarantee its national security ended in 2003. It is prepared
to cooperate with the United States on issues of mutual
interest, but not as a subordinate power. (“Turkey as a
Regional Power,” October 23, 2007)

Though it is a Muslim nation, its republican, constitutional
government, founded in the 1920s, has fought fiercely to remain
secular and non-extremist—even deploying the military at times
to guarantee its secularism. Even so, anti-Americanism is strongly
on the rise. According to Middle East scholar Daniel Pipes,
“Turks regularly poll as the population most hostile to America
in the world. In 2000, polls show 52 percent of them looking
favorably on the United States; just 9 percent do so in 2007.”

While Turkey is rising again in its capabilities and potentiali-
ties, it still lacks a clear direction or purpose for its rediscovered
power. Though a NATO member, it is increasingly acting more
out of self-interest than according to the dictates of that treaty.
It is not quite a Western ally, but also not an enemy. What it will
do in the coming years is becoming an increasingly significant
question in the world of geopolitics.

—David C. Grabbe



1. What does forgiveness of sins have to do with the man’s
disease? Matthew 9:2, 6; Mark 2:5, 10-11; Luke 5:20, 24.
COMMENT: Jesus sets the spiritual and physical in the right
perspective. Since sin was responsible for the man’s paraly-
sis, He deals with the cause first, then the effect. All actions
are subject to the law of cause and effect; for every action
there is a reaction. The man’s physical ailment was not
nearly as heavy a burden as his spiritual corruption. In
reality, physical healing is meaningless without a sound
mind. Psalm 103:3 can be seen as a prophecy that the Christ
would forgive sins related to sickness and disease.
2. Why can the world not solve its own problems of poor
health? John 8:24.
COMMENT: The world rejects Christ as it continues to dis-
obey God. Undoubtedly, God through Christ caused the
healing in this miracle, so He is the source of the blessing,
and His Son is the instrument. God alone can provide both
spiritual and physical healing immediately (Romans 3:23-
26). This contrasts sharply to the power of local religious
leaders, who could heal no one—and actually made the
people spiritually sick by their false teachings (Matthew
23:15)! Nor could the physicians heal the paralytic.

The One who heals physically is also the Source of
spiritual salvation. The world’s religious and civil leaders,
doctors, psychologists, and social workers are ineffective
in solving society’s problems, but the church has Jesus
Christ to direct the way and provide solutions to the prob-
lem of sin. It takes His blood to cleanse repentant believers
of sin and bring spiritual healing. Only Christ, as God’s Son
and man’s Savior, can forgive sin.
3. What effects did the miracle have on the witnesses?
Matthew 9:8; Mark 2:12; Luke 5:26.
COMMENT: The people were stunned, moved to glorify God,
filled with fear, and confounded. It is no surprise that the
witnesses to the miracle were amazed at the astounding
healing. Each of the three gospel writers uses a different
Greek word to express a variation of a state of awe. Never-
theless, considering the great impact this miracle had on
observers, most of them were not moved to have faith in
God. Though filled with awe at His mighty works, they were

In the healing of the paralytic (Matthew 9:1-8; Mark 2:1-12; Luke 5:17-26), the physician Luke uses a medical term,
“palsied” (KJV), the technical Greek word used to describe paralysis from disease in some part of the nervous

system. Because his disease was so debilitating, the man needed comfort and healing. Jesus thus refers to him as
“son,” or more literally, “child,” showing His fatherly compassion.

Paralysis represents sin’s crippling power and the sinner’s sheer helplessness to do anything to relieve his own
suffering. The apostle Paul speaks of our initial lack of spiritual strength in Romans 5:6, “For when we were still
without strength, in due time Christ died for the ungodly.” With this miracle, Jesus forgave the penalty that the

man had incurred through sin and raised him from his miserable state.

Healing a Paralytic (Part Two)
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not convinced or converted. Faith is not produced through
sight (II Corinthians 5:7). Miracles and physical proof do not
instill faith. God must call a person, opening his mind to His
truth (John 6:44). Today, people tend to think that sensa-
tionalism will convert sinners, designing their religious
presentations to impress people and increase followers by
physical rather than spiritual quality.

In addition, the people were moved to glorify God in their
limited way (Matthew 9:8). Yet, their reaction to the healing
did not cause a change of heart in them.

Luke writes that they were all “filled with fear” (Luke
5:26). It can be terrifying to be near the power of Almighty
God. Paul states, “It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands
of the living God” (Hebrews 10:31). Realizing his own sinful-
ness in the presence of the perfection and might of God,
Peter knelt in fear at Jesus’ knees, saying, “Depart from me,
for I am a sinful man, O Lord” (Luke 5:8). Again, however,
most of the witnesses to the paralytic’s healing refused to
overcome their sins and change their lives.

James notes that even the demons believe and tremble
before God (James 2:19), yet they, of course, have never
been converted. This principle should enlighten us about
the professed religion of others. Being filled with awe,
glorifying God, or experiencing fear are not enough in
themselves; they are merely beginnings of understanding
and wisdom (Psalm 111:10; Proverbs 9:10).

Some witnesses to this miracle said, “We never saw
anything like this!” (Mark 2:12). Others exclaimed, “We have
seen strange things today!” (Luke 5:26). They were con-
founded. The miracle they witnessed was one of a kind,
different from anything they had ever seen before. No other
“gods” compare with our God the Father and Jesus Christ!

In Luke’s account, the word “strange” is the Greek word
from which the English word “paradox” derives. It suggests
true things that are contrary to all common sense and ordinary
experience. The things of God are beyond the understanding
of mere human beings. In this miracle, we see the incomprehen-
sible sovereignty and glory of God in His comfort and
healing of the sick through His Son Jesus Christ, our Savior.

—Martin G. Collins


