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personal from John W. Ritenbaugh

At this point in this series, it is especially important
to emphasize grace so that we may have a foun-
dation to appreciate better what God’s grace
means to our salvation. We need to understand
grace specifically as seen against the backdrop of
God’s justice, that is, what God is fully and abso-
lutely justified in doing to us. Truly, without grace,
there would be no salvation, considering our care-
less and sometimes flagrant disobedience against
His rule over us within His purpose. Grace is
indispensable.

Without it, there would be no calling, no justifi-
cation, no Holy Spirit given, and no sanctifica-
tion—let alone, no salvation. We could go as far as
to say that there would be no creation! In short, in
terms of our salvation, grace is the key element in
God’s entire purpose.

The previous article linked a series of scriptures
to show that it is impossible for to God to lie and to
misjudge. His every judgment is righteous love.
Nadab, Abihu, and Uzzah received what they
deserved according to God’s code of justice. They
were guilty of sin, and the wages of sin is death.

However, we also saw that God sometimes
provides mercy, which is non-justice. Non-justice
does not violate God’s righteousness, for no judg-
ment of God violates His righteousness. This is
because God judges according to His purpose, and
His purpose is righteousness intermingled with His
grace. We are every bit as guilty as Nadab, Abihu,
and Uzzah, but God has a purpose for us far
greater than He had for them when He justly put

Living by Faith
and God’s Grace

them to death for their sins.
We also saw that at the time of our calling we

were, in God’s judgment, dead to sin, as Ephesians
2:1 states: “And you He made alive, who were
dead in trespasses and sins.” Spiritually, we were
“dead men walking,” and if His purpose for us
were to be fulfilled, we needed to be spiritually
raised from that state of spiritual death and given
life. To impress this on us, we must literally
undergo a baptism, a symbolic burial in a watery
grave, be raised to spiritual life from it, and receive
a new spirit, God’s Holy Spirit.

Therefore, at this point in our lives, we must
have the determined mindset to live the rest of our
lives by faith, submitting to God to fulfill our part in
His purpose for us. To complete our course, we
will find as we live it that God’s grace is supporting
and filling our needs all along the way.

However, a cautionary note: Some preach a
deceptive doctrine called “Once Saved, Always
Saved,” which purports that, once one has been
justified and has come under the blood of Jesus
Christ, it is not possible for him to lose salvation.
While this is very appealing, it is incorrect. One
can fall from grace.

God shows us through Israel’s experiences in
the wilderness that many failed to reach the Prom-
ised Land. It is a lesson intended to help keep us
determined to be aligned with God’s purpose and
avoid falling from grace. Notice these scriptures
that show that it is possible for a Christian to fall
away from Christ, just as some Israelites never
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made it to the Promised Land:

• II Corinthians 6:1: We then, as workers together
with Him also plead with you not to receive the grace
of God in vain.

• II Peter 3:17: You therefore, beloved, since you
know these things beforehand, beware lest you also
fall from your own steadfastness, being led away
with the error of the wicked.

• Hebrews 3:19–4:3: So we see that they could not
enter in because of unbelief. Therefore, since a
promise remains of entering His rest, let us fear lest
any of you seem to have come short of it. For indeed
the gospel was preached to us as well as to them; but
the word which they heard did not profit them, not
being mixed with faith in those who heard it. For we
who have believed do enter that rest, as He has said;
“So I swore in My wrath, they shall not enter My
rest,” although the works were finished from the
foundation of the world.

• Hebrews 6:4-6: For it is impossible for those who
were once enlightened, and have tasted the heavenly
gift, and have become partakers of the Holy Spirit,
and have tasted the good word of God and the powers
of the age to come, if they fall away, to renew them
again to repentance, since they crucify again for
themselves the Son of God, and put Him to an open
shame.

• Hebrews 10:26-27: For if we sin willfully after we
have received the knowledge of the truth, there no
longer remains a sacrifice for sins. But a certain
fearful expectation of judgment, and fiery indignation
which will devour the adversaries.

• Matthew 12:31: Therefore I say to you, every sin
and blasphemy will be forgiven men, but the blas-
phemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven.

Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit is the denial by the
witness of his life that an individual was forgiven, received
God’s Holy Spirit, and then failed to live by faith, returning
to a life of sin.

“Grace” Defined
It is commonly believed that the word “grace” is derived
from the Greek term charis, which appears over 100 times
in the New Testament. It does, and yet it also does not.
“Grace,” as it appears in the New Testament, is not
directly derived from charis. The key word is “directly.”

A dictionary will state that the English word “grace” is
directly derived from the Latin term gratia, which means

“pleasing, thanks, or praise.” Many people say “grace”
before a meal, an action that relates to Latin gratia. They
are giving thanks for what is given, and by doing so, they
are praising God for His providence, which pleases Him
because they are acknowledging Him in their lives. It is a
right thing to do.

Apparently, the King James Version translators decided
to make use of gratia. It may or may not have been a
particularly good choice, but at least it sounded good. The
translators felt that no other single English term was as
good a synonym for the biblical Greek word charis.

None of this really matters now because, through the
centuries, the meaning the apostles attached to charis has
been superimposed on the Latin-derived “grace.” In other
words, an evolution of meaning occurred to give charis a
spiritual significance in English translations that it lacked
in secular Greek.

Charis, in secular Greek, suggests charm and beauty, of
being gifted, and by extension, seemingly favored by the
gods. The American Heritage College Dictionary re-
lates that the Greek sense of grace indicates effortless
beauty or charm of movement, form, or proportion. It
indicates refinement; a sense of fitness or propriety; a
disposition to be generous, helpful, or of good will.

The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, in
its entry on “Grace,” adds a few more thoughts:

The first, and perhaps the original sense is the quality
of anything that brings delight or pleasure, or that
wins favor. A good wine and fine choice of words are
examples of charis. Persons have charis when they
are delicate, tactful, or artful. . . . [K]indness, generosity
and helpfulness are also graces. One shows charis by
displaying benevolence to inferiors. . . . [I]n later Greek
charis also had the sense of force or power.

Why power? Apparently, it is because people observed
that those so gifted tended to be quite persuasive and
influential. This influence or power is still used today by
advertisers. Understood secularly, charis illustrates those
qualities expressed by the handsome men and beautiful
ladies we see in ads selling products, be they automobiles,
insurance, soap, medications, clothing, or electronics.

The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia states
that in classical Greek charis had three basic uses: “(1) a
charming quality that wins favor, (2) a quality of benevo-
lence that gives favor to inferiors, and (3) a response of
thankfulness for the favor given.” In brief, people with
charis are gifted and tend to be influential. However, the
second sense—“a quality of benevolence that gives favor
to inferiors”—motivated the apostles to use it so frequently
to indicate the benevolence of God toward sinners.

The apostles, especially Paul, took this delightful Greek
term and anointed it with wonderful spiritual significance
by using it in contexts where it clearly indicates unearned
favor and gifts bestowed by the Creator God.
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Here is the theological definition of grace from The
Merriman-Webster Dictionary, brief and to the point:
“The unmerited divine assistance given humans for their
regeneration or sanctification.” This meaning covers liter-
ally scores of different applications in both Old and New
Testaments. Key to this definition is “unmerited,” meaning
that grace, the divine assistance, is in no way earned. In terms
of our spiritual well-being, this is vital to understand.

From beginning to end, our salvation is by means of
divine benevolence, gifting by God. In no way is grace
given because God is obligated, compelled, forced, or duty
bound to us to do so. He gives grace freely, not by
constraint. All He truly owes us is the death we have
earned through sin (Romans 6:23). He gives grace be-
cause that is the way He is; it is His character. He gives
it because of what He is working out in His purpose, not
because He owes us for what we think we have earned or
for what our pride is demanding in the mistaken belief that
we are entitled to what we desire.

It would be incorrect to say that biblical grace has no
connection to its secular usage. However, spiritually, its
application takes on a vastly greater dimension in two areas:

1) God’s grace is the single most important aspect of
our spiritual and eternal salvation.

2) His giving of it to us is completely and totally
unmerited.

These two facts are critical to our getting a strong hold
on our pride and keeping it rightly depressed, and at the
same time, they strengthen our humility before Him in that
He owes us nothing, regardless of circumstance. There
are no automatic entitlements.

Every sin we have committed is personally against Him
and His Son, and still He gives grace. He is our Creator; He
has given us life. He has given us the hope of something
far, far better than we now have. Without what He freely
gives, we are nothing—we would not even exist.

Grace in Relation to Salvation
Two series of verses from the apostle Paul will suffice to
prove these two assertions. He writes in Ephesians 2:4-8:

But God, who is rich in mercy, because of His great
love with which He loved us, even when we were
dead in trespasses, made us alive together with Christ
(by grace you have been saved), and raised us up
together, and made us sit together in the heavenly
places in Christ Jesus. For by grace you have been
saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is
the gift of God.

In the space of these five verses, he twice asserts that
we were saved by grace. It is indeed written in the past
tense because the period of time Paul is writing about is
that time immediately following justification. His audience
was within the sanctification process. Salvation occurs

because of what God freely gives, but salvation can be lost
when one refuses the gifts that God freely gives.

Salvation is not unconditionally guaranteed. That fact is
clearly shown in Hebrews 3:7-19. The Israelites refused
God’s gifts and died in the wilderness because, all along the
way, they would not believe Him.

This issue of failing to appreciate and use God’s gifts is
a simple process to understand. It is a common problem in
human families. Children will not believe their parents. This
really comes to the fore when children hit their teen years,
thinking that their parents are old fogies and “out of it.”

If a person insists that Paul is saying that faith is the gift
of God, his biblical understanding is clearly missing a
central fact. Note what Paul immediately adds in Eph-
esians 2:9-10: “Not of works, lest anyone should boast. For
we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good
works, which God prepared beforehand that we should
walk in them.”

Logic demands that Paul cannot be referring to faith
because in these verses, the exercise of faith is a spiritual
work. Our salvation, though, is not of works—not of any
works, including the works of faith. God, the real Author,
would not contradict Himself by suddenly giving approval
of any work of faith as a means of salvation. Grace, a
merciful gift, preceded our having faith in Him. Without
His gift of grace, we would never have godly faith, the
faith, in the first place. Faith, our trust in God, is a fruit of
the grace God freely gives.

A second passage, also from Paul, proves this firmly:

For this is the word of promise; “At this time I will
come and Sarah shall have a son.” And not only this,
but when Rebecca also had conceived by one man,
even by our father Isaac (for the children not yet
being born, nor having done any good or evil, that the
purpose of God according to election might stand, not
of works but of Him who calls), it was said to her,
“The older shall serve the younger.” As it is written,
“Jacob I have loved, but Esau I have hated.” 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 whomever I will have compassion.” So
then it is not of him who wills, nor of him who runs, but
of God who shows mercy. (Romans 9:9-16)

Our calling and election by God preceded even the
slightest fragment of saving knowledge of God and thus
our having faith in Him. Therefore, we could not possibly
earn any grace of God, even as Jacob could not. As a vivid
illustration for us, God deliberately chose to do this before
Jacob could possibly do any works pertaining to salvation.

An almost overwhelming nugget of truth may be gleaned
from these verses. If God is revealing here His general
pattern which He follows to call all of those He is choosing
to save at this time, then it shows that our personal calling
and election into His spiritual creation is in no way random
but very specific, even as Jacob’s was.

Perhaps we, like Jacob was, are called from the womb
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so that, like him, there will never be any doubt that even the
tiniest of our works had a part in saving us. There is
precedent for this in Jeremiah 1:5 about Jeremiah’s birth
and calling; in Luke 1:11-17 about John the Baptist; and in
Psalm 139:14-16 about David.

We might think that these were really great personages,
people important to God’s purpose. They were indeed, but
are we not part of the same spiritual Body and part of the
same Family as they are? Does not God say that there is
no partiality with Him in Romans 2:11? Every part of the
Body of Jesus Christ is important. Enough is revealed in
Scripture for us to give this serious consideration.

An Even Clearer Translation
One of the most renowned Greek-language scholars, A.T.
Robertson, interpreted Ephesians 2:8 to mean that, con-
cerning salvation, grace is God’s part, faith is ours. He was
wrong. If he were correct, salvation would be conditioned
by our use of faith, but this directly contradicts Paul’s
statement that we are saved by grace. Grammatically,
because the Greek language uses neuter, male, and female
genders, the phrase, “it is the gift of God,” refers to the
masculine “saved,” not to the feminine “faith.”

One might think that would completely clear the matter
up. However, a problem exists because the New
Testament’s writers did not always write grammatically
correctly. There are some instances, in fact not just a few,
where the genders of words do not properly match.

A second answer, supported by more scholars, has the
verse translated to make it more correctly understandable:
“And this being saved by grace through faith is not of
yourselves but is the gift of God.” The positioning of “not
of yourselves” is helpful. This version thus links both grace
and faith as God’s gifts, which is more accurate and
clearer.

Properly understanding grace solves the issue, and the
correct answer must be that the phrase must refer to
salvation being the gift, not faith. As mentioned earlier, if
it refers to faith, then faith becomes a work, and salvation
is then given because of the work of faith.

The Baker New Testament Commentary on Eph-
esians, p. 122, provides a paraphrase of Ephesians 2:4-8
by A. Kuyper, Sr., a Dutch commentator who provided an
extensive analysis of these verses. It is endorsed by many
of the “big names” that virtually everyone who spends
much time in commentaries would recognize. Think of
Paul saying this to us, knowing that he was speaking on
God’s grace and our salvation:

I had the right to speak about the “surpassing riches of
His grace” for it is, indeed, by grace that you are saved,
through faith; and lest you should now begin to say,
“But then we deserve credit, at least, for believing,”
I will immediately add that even this faith (or, even this
exercise of faith) is not of yourselves but is God’s gift.

In this paraphrase, both grace and faith are given clear
consideration. Both are gifts. Salvation is in no way
earned.

Kuyper uses this paraphrase to show—as the entire
doctrine of grace shows, as seen in other portions of the
New Testament—that every aspect of our salvation, in-
cluding faith, is a gift of God. To reinforce this, in verse 10,
Paul uses erga (“works”) in such a way that we know that
he means any works of any kind. He means any amount
or any level of human effort. He thus removes any
semblance of room for self-congratulation. Works have an
entirely different purpose than that of saving us.

Grace and Power
Paul writes in I Corinthians 1:26-31:

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; and the base things of the
world and the things which are despised God has
chosen, and the things which are not, to bring to
nothing the things that are, that no flesh should glory
in His presence, but of Him you are in Christ Jesus,
who became for us wisdom from God—and righteous-
ness and sanctification and redemption—that, as it is
written, “He who glories, let him glory in the LORD.”

Paul inserts this truth to help the proud Corinthians—
and us—to understand with humility who and what we are.
Where could we possibly acquire the spiritual power to live
a righteous life that would be pleasing to and glorifying of
God? It most certainly is not in us as a natural result of
being born human.

Recall that a suggestion of power exists in the word
charis. The apostles noticed this and set it in a New
Testament context in such a way that grace becomes the
power of God to enable Christians to live the new life in
Christ. I Corinthians 4:5-7 provides interesting insight into
this usage:

Therefore judge nothing before the time, until the
Lord comes, who will both bring to light the hidden
things of darkness and reveal the counsels of the
hearts. Then each one’s praise will come from God.
Now these things, brethren, I have figuratively trans-
ferred to myself and Apollos for your sakes, that you
may learn in us not to think beyond what is written,
that none of you may be puffed up on behalf of one
against the other. For who makes you differ from
another? And what do you have that you did not
receive? Now if you did indeed receive it, why do you
boast as if you had not received it?
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(continued on page 14)

In other words, Paul applies grace, not merely to faith
and salvation, but to every aspect of Christian works in the
Lord. All Christian works are the fruit derived from God’s
grace. Even though the grace of God is the foundation for
good works, they, by themselves, do not and cannot earn
us grace.

Much of the book of James is concerned with Christian
works. He confirms that the grace of God enables them:

But He gives more grace. Therefore He says: “God
resists the proud, but gives grace to the humble.”
Therefore submit to God. Resist the devil and he will
flee from you. Draw near to God and He will draw
near to you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners; and
purify your hearts, you double-minded. Lament and
mourn and weep! Let your laughter be turned to mourn-
ing and your joy to gloom. Humble yourselves in the
sight of the Lord, and He will lift you up. (James 4:6-10)

Grace is the source of power that enables a person to do
these spiritual things.

An Old Testament Pattern?
Most New Testament writers use “grace” at some point,
but Paul uses it 101 times, more than twice as many times
as all other writers combined. Did the apostles have a
biblical pattern that they followed in the use of charis?

Charis obviously never appears in the Hebrew Old
Testament, but Paul adapts it to express what was already
a major Old Testament concept. Two frequently used
Hebrew terms make a strong statement regarding God’s
character in His relationship with us. However, we will
deal with only one of them, the strongest, most detailed,
and most specific word: hesed.

Hesed is most frequently translated in English Bibles as
“mercy,” “kindness,” “lovingkindness,” “goodness,” and
even “pity,” but in many modern translations it may appear
as “steadfast love.” In context, it suggests strength, patient
steadfastness, and love in wonderful combination, and it
therefore shows His faithfulness in actual day-to-day
practice. Regardless of how it is rendered in English,
hesed always expresses God’s freely given commitment
to faithful covenant love.

Recall that, in the Old Covenant, God is married to
Israel. Therefore, hesed expresses God’s character and
conduct typical of Him in the covenant relationship that He
freely made with Israel, as Ezekiel 16 clearly illustrates.
Noticing this, the apostles combined it with the aspects of
power and benevolence in the Greek charis to express the
covenant love and patient, forbearing faithfulness of God,
much as hesed does in the Old.

The second commandment clearly reveals this:

You shall not make for yourself a carved image—any
likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is
in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the
earth; you shall not bow down to them nor serve
them. For I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God,

visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children to
the third and fourth generations of those what hate
Me, but showing mercy to thousands, to those who love
Me and keep My commandments. (Exodus 20:4-6)

Notice how He clearly shows the vast difference between
His punishments for sin, which are confined to three or
four generations, but His loving kindness (“mercy”) con-
tinues for a thousand generations.

Exodus 34:5-7 provides another example. Hesed is
translated as “goodness” in verse 6 and “mercy” in verse 7:

Now the LORD descended in the cloud and stood with
him there, and proclaimed the name of the LORD. And
the LORD passed before him and proclaimed, “The
LORD, the LORD God, merciful and gracious,
longsuffering, and abounding in goodness and truth,
keeping mercy for thousands, forgiving iniquity and
transgression and sin, by no means clearing the guilty,
visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children and
the children’s children to the third and the fourth
generation.

Deuteronomy 7:7-9 adds a further instance. Hesed, as
used here, indicates strong, steadfast love that never fails.

The LORD did not set His love on you nor choose you
because you were more in number than any other
people, for you were the least of all peoples; but
because the LORD loves you, and because He would
keep the oath which He swore to your fathers, the
LORD has brought you out with a mighty hand, and
redeemed you from the house of bondage, from the
hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt. Therefore know that
the LORD your God, He is God, the faithful God who
keeps covenant and mercy for a thousand genera-
tions with those who love Him and keep His com-
mandments.”

Lamentations 3:22-23 puts a different and important
slant on the effect of His faithfulness. “Through the
LORD’S mercies we are not consumed, because His com-
passions fail not. They are new every morning; great is
Your faithfulness.” This is why we have hope; this is why
we can be saved: His grace is continuously flowing. His
love is not up and down, here today and gone tomorrow.
James 1:17 tells us that with the “Father of Lights . . . there
is no variation or shadow of turning.” Hebrews 13:8
reminds us, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and
forever.”

Despite how the Israelites conducted themselves, God
always acted with hesed—mercy, kindness, goodness,
and strong, steadfast love. Thus, hesed is an almost
perfect complement to Paul’s use of charis, “grace,” in
the New Covenant made with the church. Please under-
stand that charis is not derived from hesed. In the latter
word, though, the apostles had a strong, Old Testament
example of God’s faithful character within the Old Cov-
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Meet the Minor Prophets

The twelve books of the Minor Prophets finish off
most versions of the Old Testament. In that position,

stationed between the Major Prophets and the four gos-
pels of the New Testament, they are often overlooked by
readers of the Bible on their way to better-known and
better-esteemed parts of Scripture. While they may not
be “popular” books, they are important and interesting in
their own right, setting the stage for the coming of
Messiah a few centuries after they were written.

For the most part, the Minor Prophets were penned
during the downfalls of Israel and Judah, while a few
originated after the Jews returned from exile in Babylon.
Most of them contain depictions of the apostasy of God’s
people and appeals for them to repent and return to Him.
It is clear, however, that those appeals fell on deaf ears,
and the Israelites and Jews both fell to foreign powers.
In the aftermath, the people looked for a future deliver-
ance, a time when their national fortune would be
reversed, and they would once again be “the chief
nation” (Amos 6:1).

Many of the Minor Prophets provide hints of such a
future restoration of the Israelitish people. There are
frequent allusions to a return to the Land of Promise
after wholesale repentance once the Israelites have
been humbled by national calamity in the forms of natural
disasters, war, and captivity. Yet, such a return to God
and the land of Israel did not occur after the captivity of
Israel under the Assyrians or after that of the Jews to the
Babylonians. In fact, the Israelites remained in the lands
of their captivity for many years before they began
migrating northwestward toward Europe. In a similar
way, the vast majority of Jews either remained in
Mesopotamia or scattered over the Mediterranean ba-
sin, thus beginning the Diaspora.

One can only conclude that the great repentance and
return to the Holy Land did not take place under
Zerubbabel or Ezra, and in fact, it has never occurred in
history. The few Jews, Levites, and Benjamites who
returned to Jerusalem from exile in the fifth and sixth
centuries before Christ merely set the stage for the
coming of Messiah more than 400 years later, allowing

Him to live and work among His own people, who “did
not receive Him” (John 1:11). About forty years after
His death, the Romans razed Jerusalem, and the Jews of
Judea fled or were taken as slaves to all parts of the
Empire, completing the Dispersion.

Thus, the return of Israel to the land and the restora-
tion of the nation to prominence under its Deliverer is still
future. The time of each man sitting “under his vine and
under his fig tree” (Micah 4:4) lies yet ahead after a
period of terrible, horrifying destruction—one that falls
on the modern descendants of Israel because of their
sins, both personal and national. Then, a humbled people
will return to God, weeping and repenting of their
idolatries before Him, and He will restore them to their
land and to greatness (Hosea 14:1-8; Micah 7:8-13;
Zephaniah 3:18-20).

AMOS

The prophet Amos lived and preached during one of
Israel’s most prosperous periods in its history. His
book’s opening verse relates that his ministry took place
during the reigns of Uzziah of Judah (767-739 BC) and
Jeroboam II of Israel (782-753 BC). He says specifically
that it occurred “two years before the earthquake,”
which was evidently one of such ferocity and destruction
that, to those who experienced it, the quake became an
indelible time-marker (so much so that, a few centuries
later, Zechariah mentions it in Zechariah 14:5). We can
date Amos’ preaching to a short timespan within about
five years on either side of 760 BC.

Though Amos was probably a Jew (his hometown,
Tekoa, sits about six miles south of Bethlehem in the
heart of Judah), his ministry was to the kingdom of
Israel. This fact, together with the date of his ministry,
implies that God sent him with a final message of
warning and call to repentance to idolatrous Israel
roughly forty years before sending Assyria to punish
them. He was even more of an outsider, not being a
“professional” prophet but “a sheepbreeder and a
tender of sycamore fruit” (Amos 7:14). He could be
totally objective when observing and commenting on

Pprophecy watch
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the apostasy of Israel.
The reign of Jeroboam II experienced the height of

Israelite prosperity since the days of Solomon, and with
it came a corresponding increase in power. Despite
these positives, the era also revealed a great many
negative aspects of Israelite culture: immorality, arro-
gance, oppression of the weak, greed, extravagance,
and hypocrisy, among others. Amos counters these
failings with warnings and illustrations of the righteous-
ness and justice of God. Notice this unflattering warning
to Israelite women:

Hear this word, you cows of Bashan, who are on
the mountain of Samaria, who oppress the poor,
who crush the needy, who say to your husbands,
“Bring wine, let us drink!” The Lord GOD has sworn
by His holiness: “Behold, the days shall come upon
you when He will take you away with fishhooks,
and your posterity with fishhooks. You will go out
through broken walls, each one straight ahead of
her, and you will be cast into Harmon,” says the
LORD. (Amos 4:1-3)

As is evident in this passage, the fact of Israel’s
sinfulness and God’s threat of impending judgment and
destruction appear throughout the book. Through Amos,
God implores the citizens of the Northern Kingdom to
seek Him and live, to seek good and not evil, so that He
could forgive their sins and bless them (see Amos 5:4, 6,
14-15). It was to no avail, as the Israelites could not
discern the connection between the calamities they
were beginning to experience and God’s desire for them
to repent (Amos 4:6-11). Because of their calcified
hearts, God must finally decree:

Behold, I am setting a plumb line in the midst of My
people Israel; I will not pass by them anymore. The
high places of Isaac shall be desolate, and the
sanctuaries of Israel shall be laid waste. I will rise
with the sword against the house of Jeroboam.
(Amos 7:8-9).

Unlike most of the other Minor Prophets, the book of
Amos contains no overt Messianic prophecy. Amos 9
contains an oblique reference to restoring “the taber-
nacle of David which has fallen down” (verse 11), and
this will ultimately come to pass with the return of Jesus
Christ, born into the line of David, as King of kings. In
fact, the short passage that follows speaks of the Millennial
peace and prosperity that will result from the righteous
reign of Christ.

Yet, before that happens, God must punish “the sinful
kingdom, and . . . destroy it from the face of the earth,
yet . . . not utterly” (Amos 9:8). Amos’ prophecy is not
a happy one, but one of imminent judgment for sin. It is
particularly appropriate for the modern nations of Israel,
which mirror their ancestors in the days of Jeroboam II.
(For more detailed information on Amos’ prophecy,
please see our booklet, Prepare to Meet Your God!)

OBADIAH

Weighing in at twenty-one verses, the tiny prophecy of
Obadiah is the shortest of all the Old Testament books.
It opens simply with the words, “The vision of Obadiah,”
and commences its diatribe against the Edomites, the
descendants of Esau, cousins of the Israelites. Obadiah
may not have been the name of the author of this book,
since the name means “servant of the LORD.” Tradition,
however, uses it as a personal name rather than a title.

No time period is explicitly mentioned in the book,
although its content argues for a time late in Judah’s
history. Such phrases as are found in verse 12—“the day
of [your brother’s] captivity” and “the day of [the
children of Judah’s] destruction”—naturally argue for it
being written in the years just after the fall of Jerusalem
to the Babylonians in 586 BC. In fact, Edom itself fell to
Babylon in 553 BC, so the date of the book lies some-
where between those two years.

Obadiah’s theme is God’s wrath against Edom for her
devious and persistent enmity for Israel and Judah. In
very vivid terms, the prophet lays out, first, the certainty
of Edom’s doom, and second, God’s airtight case against
the children of Esau. These points can be summarized by
two verses:

Behold, I will make you small among the nations;
you shall be greatly despised. . . . For violence
against your brother Jacob, shame shall cover you,
and you shall be cut off forever. (Obadiah 2, 10)

Even so, Obadiah hints that his prophecy will not be
wholly fulfilled with Babylon’s rampage through Edom.
In verse 15, he writes, “For the day of the LORD upon all
the nations is near,” suggesting that Edom’s ultimate
comeuppance will not occur until the end-time Day of
the Lord. The final five verses of the book refer to the
Millennium, when “saviors shall come to Mount Zion to
judge the mountains of Esau, and the kingdom shall be
the LORD’S” (verse 21). This implies that the rivalry
between Jacob and Esau will continue to the end of this
present age, and it will take the power and judgment of
the returning Christ to end the feud.

As with Amos, Obadiah does not contain any specific
Messianic prophecy aside from the indirect allusions
mentioned above. Also like Amos, the book concen-
trates on God’s judgment, this time on a kindred people,
showing that His justice applies to all nations, a point that
carries over to the next book of the Minor Prophets,
Jonah. (For more on Edom and Obadiah, please see our
five-part Forerunner series, “All About Edom.”)

JONAH

The book of Jonah is unique among the Minor Prophets
in that it tells the story of the prophet himself, unlike the
other eleven books, which are clearly more typical
prophecies. Jonah—it means “dove” in Hebrew—lived
in Gath-hepher, a town of Zebulun north of Nazareth in
Galilee, and he was the son of Amittai (“truthful”). The
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only other biblical mention of him appears in II Kings
14:25, which associates Jonah with the period just prior
to or within the reign of Jeroboam II. Apparently, he
was a contemporary of Amos.

Jonah’s story is familiar to most people, even those
who do not profess to be Christian or Jewish. God
charges the prophet to go to Nineveh, the capital of
Israel’s hated enemy, Assyria, to prophesy of its immi-
nent destruction. Jonah, though, flees to Joppa and
boards a ship bound for Tarshish, attempting to get as
far away from God and Assyria as possible. A huge
storm rages, and the ship’s crew chucks Jonah into the
sea after the prophet admits that the storm is chasing
him. God sends a great fish to swallow Jonah, and after
three days and nights, it spews him onto a beach, from
whence he travels to Nineveh to proclaim God’s mes-
sage to the Assyrians. Amazingly, they repent, and God
promises not to destroy them. At this, the prophet
pitches a fit of anger, whereupon God teaches him a
valuable lesson on His mercy.

The book must be juxtaposed against the other Minor
Prophets, perhaps especially Amos, Obadiah, Micah,
Nahum, and Habakkuk, to see how it fits. As we saw
earlier, Amos and Micah are dire warnings of Israel’s
looming destruction. Obadiah foretells the same for
Edom; Nahum, for Assyria; and Habakkuk, for Judah.
Jonah sits in the midst of these, a prophecy in the form
of story, in which the doomed nation repents and God
relents. God is a merciful God, and the destruction
promised in His prophecies can be averted if their
targets humble themselves and submit to Him. As
Isaiah writes, “Let the wicked forsake his way, and the
unrighteous man his thoughts; let him return to the LORD,
and He will have mercy on him; and to our God, for He
will abundantly pardon” (Isaiah 55:7).

The focus of Jonah, however, is on the prophet and
his reactions to these situations. We see his emotions:
denial, avoidance, dismay, resignation, fear, despair,
humility, boldness, disbelief, anger, hopelessness, and
perplexity. He is overwhelmed by what God wants him
to do, uncertain about how it will affect him, driven
relentlessly by God’s will, and at a total loss about what
it all means! Through his experiences, Jonah comes to
realize, “How unsearchable are His judgments and His
ways past finding out!” (Romans 11:33). The reader
leaves him as he sits outside Nineveh, bewildered and
contemplating his incomprehensible God.

Jonah provides one of the most significant and recog-
nizable Messianic prophecies in the Old Testament.
Jesus Himself refers to it in Matthew 12:40: “For as
Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the
great fish, so will the Son of Man be three days and
three nights in the heart of the earth.” It is the only sign
Jesus gave to prove that He was the Christ, a sign that
was completely out of His ability to control since He
would be dead. The Father Himself would have to

intervene to raise His Son from the dead. Thus, Jesus
puts His stamp of approval on this often-mocked book.

MICAH

The prophet Micah is another biblical enigma, as the only
facts known about him come from his prophecy’s first
verse: He lived in “Moresheth in the days of Jotham,
Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah.” This places him
southwest of Jerusalem at the second half of the eighth
century BC, a contemporary of Isaiah, Amos, Jonah, and
Hosea. Micah may have worked closely with Isaiah, as
there are some parallel passages in their prophecies (for
instance, Micah 4:1-5 and Isaiah 2:2-4). His name means
“Who is like the LORD?” (see Micah 7:18).

Micah prophesied in Jerusalem against both Israel
and Judah. His book is divisible into three sections:
chapters 1 and 2; chapters 3 through 5; and chapters 6
and 7. Each part begins with the call, “Hear,” and starts
with a rebuke against the sins of the nation. As the
section continues, the prophecy announces a coming
judgment against the people and ends with a promise of
regathering and blessing. Near the end of Micah’s
ministry, God sent the Assyrians to punish both Israel
(which they conquered and carried many away into
captivity) and Judah (which they destroyed except for
Jerusalem; many Jews were also carried into captivity).

The book of Micah is thematically a great deal like
Amos. Both of them, of course, warn against sin and the
certainty of God’s imminent judgment upon the people.
However, they even use similar language to expose the
kinds of sin that were rampant. In particular, they both
condemn “social injustice”:

• “They covet fields and take them by violence,
also houses, and seize them. So they oppress a
man and his house, a man and his inheritance.”
(Micah 2:2)

• “You who hate good and love evil; who strip the
skin from My people, and the flesh from their
bones.” (Micah 3:2)

• “Shall I count pure those with the wicked scales,
and with the bag of deceitful weights?” (Micah
6:11).

Compare these to such passages as Amos 2:6-7; 4:1;
5:11; and 8:4-6.

Micah also pens one of the best known Messianic
prophecies of the Old Testament, since it is quoted to
Herod in Matthew 2:6: “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah,
though you are little among the thousands of Judah, yet
out of you shall come forth to Me the One to be Ruler in
Israel (Micah 5:2). These words were proof that the
Child born in Bethlehem, the One to whom the Magi
were directed by His star, was indeed the prophesied
anointed King of Israel, the Son of God.

—Richard T. Ritenbaugh
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How Do We Keep
God’s Festivals?

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

As the first signs of spring appear in the flowerbeds or in the
branches of trees, the minds of longtime Christians often turn to
the nearness of the Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread.

We consider that we need to evaluate ourselves in preparation for another
year of living God’s way (II Corinthians 13:5), as well as to begin the
physical work of removing leaven from our homes (Exodus 13:3-10). As
we think about the upcoming holy days, we eagerly anticipate the extended
time of fellowship that God’s festivals bring, the meaty messages that we
hope to hear, and the fine food and drink that we will enjoy—after all, they
are “feasts”!

However, having observed perhaps several decades of holy days, we
tend to take for granted the “how-to” part of keeping God’s festivals. We
probably keep them without thinking much about it at all. The way we go
about it has become so ingrained into our routines that we do not realize
that someone new to the truth about the holy days has little or no idea how
to keep them. Frankly, the idea of keeping the festivals—and wanting
desperately not to dishonor God in any way—can be quite intimidating!

Many who are new to God’s commanded feasts fall back on Jewish
practices, thinking that, since the Jews have been keeping them for so long,
they must know how it is to be done. So, for instance, to learn how to keep
the Passover, they will find instructions for the Seder online, at a library,
or a synagogue bookstore. They will feel a little strange trying to follow the
traditional order of service with its very Jewish flavor. Being Christians,
they soon realize that, while similar to what appears in the Bible about the
Passover, it is inadequate in a New Testament setting.

The same could be said about the Feast of Unleavened Bread. Going
to the Jews for instruction on removing leaven from one’s home and
business can be helpful, but once again, the accretion of ancient traditions,
while they may be quaint, are not satisfying in a Christian context. Taking
a candle about the house to peer into every corner for leavening and

ready answer

“Therefore let us keep

the feast. . .”

—I Corinthians 5:8
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keeping a bit of leavened bread to “find” and burn before
the onset of the first holy day may be a helpful activity to
teach children about ridding the home of leavening, but it
is unsatisfying to the growing, adult, Christian mind.

So, how do Christians keep God’s holy times? The Bible
provides instruction and principles on how we should
observe these important days, and church tradition and
experience add some helpful assistance. If we follow
these guidelines, we will be sure to obey and honor God and
benefit from the meaning and joy of His feasts.

Begin With Principles
Leviticus 23 provides the most concise and complete list of
God’s appointed times in Scripture. Note how the chapter
begins: “And the LORD spoke to Moses, saying, ‘Speak to
the children of Israel, and say to them: “The feasts of the
LORD, which you shall proclaim to be holy convocations,
these are My feasts”’” (Leviticus 23:1-2). This opening
shot reveals two very important principles to begin our
quest to find out how to keep the holy days.

The first, repeated twice in one verse, is that these
festivals are God’s feasts, not Israel’s, not the church’s.
He is their Source, He set the times, He gave them
meaning, and He is their ultimate Object. We could say
they are all about Him—and His plan and our part in it with
Him. Our observance of these days is to focus on Him and
His teaching, and with that comes wonderful spiritual and
physical benefits.

The second principle appears in the command to “pro-
claim [them] to be holy convocations.” These divinely
appointed times are set apart for calling together. In
today’s language, a primary purpose of the feasts of God
is to bring God’s people together, not just for fellowship, but
also for instruction and most importantly, to honor and
worship God Himself. These holy times, then, contain a
vitally important corporate aspect, producing unity in pur-
pose, doctrine, and relationships within the Body of Christ.

The next verse, Leviticus 23:3, presents a third impor-
tant principle: “Six days shall work be done, but the seventh
day is a Sabbath of solemn rest, a holy convocation. You
shall do no work on it; it is the Sabbath of the LORD in all
your dwellings.” Along with the weekly Sabbath, the seven
annual holy days—the first and last days of the Feast of
Unleavened Bread (Hag Hamatzot), Pentecost (Shavuot,
also called the Feast of Weeks or the Feast of Harvest), the
Feast of Trumpets (Rosh Hashanah), the Day of Atone-
ment (Yom Kippur, also called the Fast), the first day of the
Feast of Tabernacles (Succoth), and the eighth day (often
called the Last Great Day)—are also Sabbaths.

Like Sabbaths, they are holy convocations, as can be
seen in the ensuing instructions. In most cases, the wording
is that the holy day “is a holy convocation; you shall do no
customary work on it” (see Leviticus 23:7-8, 21, 24-25, 35-
36). This means that we are not to attend to our normal,
weekday work—the kinds of activities that we do on the
other six days of the week. This includes not only our

paying jobs, but also the ordinary work that we would do
around the house, on our cars, in our yards, at the local
community center, etc.

In the instructions for keeping the Feast of Unleavened
Bread, though, God stipulates, “No manner of work shall
be done on them; but that which everyone must eat—that
only may be prepared by you” (Exodus 12:16). Feasting is
part of the holy day experience. God wants us to eat and
drink of the abundance that He has bestowed upon us in
thanksgiving and joy on His appointed times, so He allows
us to prepare food on the holy days. Even so, it is still better
to prepare as much of the food beforehand, as on a weekly
Sabbath, to get the most from the feasts.

In this regard, perhaps the most extravagant tradition of
the church of God is its celebration of the Night to Be Much
Observed, taken from the instruction in Exodus 12:42 and
Deuteronomy 16:1-8 (in the latter passage, the wording
clearly refers to the Feast of Unleavened Bread). Usually,
as the first holy day begins, a few families will get together
at one of their homes and eat a meal to rival Thanksgiving
dinner. It commemorates the joy and thanks Christians feel
now that they have been freed from the bondage of sin,
Satan, and this world, just as the Israelites came out of
Egypt “with a high hand” (Exodus 14:8, KJV).

At the other extreme, the Day of Atonement is an
obvious exception to the rule concerning food preparation.
It is the most solemn of the holy days, and God’s instruc-
tions on keeping it are blunt and terse:

Also on the tenth day of this seventh month shall be
the Day of Atonement. It shall be a holy convocation
for you; you shall afflict your souls, and offer an
offering made by fire to the LORD. And you shall do
no work on that same day, for it is the Day of
Atonement, to make atonement for you before the
LORD your God. For any person who is not afflicted in
soul on that same day shall be cut off from his people.
And any person who does any work on that same day,
that person I will destroy from among his people. You
shall do no manner of work; it shall be a statute
forever throughout your generations in all your dwell-
ings. It shall be to you a sabbath of solemn rest, and
you shall afflict your souls. . . . (Leviticus 23:26-32)

To put it even more succinctly, on the Day of Atone-
ment, we are not to eat, drink, or work at all for the entire
twenty-four-hour period. It is a day of worship, instruction,
prayer, and humbling ourselves before God in thanks for
His marvelous work in atoning for all sin and in bringing
mankind into unity with Him (see Leviticus 16:29-34;
Isaiah 58:1-12; Revelation 20:1-3).

The Passover
While the Passover is one of God’s appointed times, it is
not listed in Scripture as one of the annual Sabbaths. It is
a regular day of work—in fact, it is the preparation day for

ready answer How Do We Keep God’s Festivals?
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the first day of Unleavened Bread—but the first few
hours, the evening portion of the day, is a significant
memorial of two great events in God’s plan for mankind:
the death of the firstborn in Egypt and the sacrifice of our
Savior, Jesus Christ.

Leviticus 23:5 lists the Passover matter-of-factly: “On
the fourteenth day of the first month at twilight is the
LORD’S Passover.” The bulk of the instruction about the
Passover is written in Exodus 12, and a great deal of it
concerns the Old Testament ritual meal that was eaten on
that evening. These details are types that were fulfilled in
the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, so the New Testament
church is no longer required to slay a lamb, since, as the
apostle Paul writes, “For indeed Christ, our Passover, was
sacrificed for us” (I Corinthians 5:7).

The New Testament Passover is modeled after the
events that occurred during what is commonly known as
the Last Supper, the Passover meal that Jesus ate with His
disciples just before His arrest, trial, and crucifixion. Jesus
began His instruction that evening with a command to
wash one another’s feet: “For I have given you an example,
that you should do as I have done to you” (see John 13:1-
17), and so we do.

The apostle Paul summarizes what happens next:

For I received from the Lord that which I also
delivered to you: that the Lord Jesus on the same
night in which He was betrayed took bread; and when
He had given thanks, He broke it and said, “Take, eat;
this is My body which is broken for you; do this in
remembrance of Me.” In the same manner He also
took the cup after supper, saying, “This cup is the new
covenant in My blood. This do, as often as you drink
it, in remembrance of Me.” (I Corinthians 11:23-25)

So, to commemorate His sacrifice—His broken body
and His shed blood—by which He paid the penalty for
human sin and consecrated the New Covenant (see He-
brews 9:11-28), Christians eat a little unleavened bread
and drink a small amount of wine. In doing so, they
acknowledge His sacrifice and rededicate themselves to
their covenant with Him. It is clear from both the Old
Testament and New Testament examples that only those
who have made the covenant—Christ’s disciples—are
allowed to partake of the bread and wine, thus only
baptized members should participate in this part of the
service (see the principle in Exodus 12:43-49; also I
Corinthians 11:27-29).

As Christ did after changing the Passover symbols,
members of the church then listen to the words of Jesus’
discourse to His disciples, which is found in John 13–17.
Then, to close the service, they sing a hymn before conclud-
ing the solemn service (see Matthew 26:30; Mark 14:26).

Two Notable Differences
While we generally keep the individual holy days in much
the same way, two of them are notably different: the
Feasts of Unleavened Bread and Tabernacles. We still
keep the holy days within them as Sabbaths with church

services, fellowship, and good food. Yet, because of God’s
commands regarding these particular feasts, they are
unique.

As alluded to earlier, God requires us to remove leaven
from our homes and not eat anything leavened for the
duration of the Feast of Unleavened Bread (see Exodus
12:15; 13:3-10). The command refers specifically to yeast,
which causes bread to rise, but modern chemicals such a
baking powder and baking soda (sodium bicarbonate),
which do the same thing, fall under the spirit of the
command. Leavening is a biblical symbol of corruption and
sin. So, in this festival, God is emphasizing to us that, in the
same way that He brought the children of Israel out of
Egyptian slavery, He brought us out of our bondage to sin,
and we are now to live an unleavened life “of sincerity and
truth” (I Corinthians 5:8).

For this week, then, Christians must do without soft
breads, donuts, muffins, buns, bagels, cakes, and any other
breadstuff that contains leavening. Instead, we eat matzos
or homemade unleavened bread each of the seven days. It
is a daily reminder of what God has done and how we
should be living before Him and this world.

The Feast of Tabernacles is different from the other
festivals in that God commands that we live that week in
“tabernacles” (tents), “booths” (impermanent structures),
or other temporary dwellings (see Leviticus 23:40-43). It is
no longer required that we gather boughs of the specific
trees of the Holy Land to make booths, but we do travel to
another place—a Feast site arranged by the church in
advance—and live in campgrounds, motels, or hotels. By
this, God teaches us that, like the Israelites who lived in
tents in the wilderness, Christians are pilgrims on the way
to their own Promised Land, the Kingdom of God.

Of course, going away for a week or so costs money.
God made provision for this in His law by commanding that
we set aside a festival tithe—most often called the “second
tithe”—to pay for our transportation, food, housing, and
other needs during the holy days, particularly at the Feast
of Tabernacles. God’s instruction on this is found in
Deuteronomy 14:22-26. While new Christians may see it
as a burden, this second tithe is a great blessing from God,
allowing us to keep and enjoy His feasts properly and to
receive a foretaste of the blessings of His Kingdom.

Offerings
On the subject of money, the holy days are also times when
the church takes up offerings. (We do not take up weekly
offerings during our church services.) Deuteronomy 16:16-
17 provides God’s instruction:

Three times a year all your males shall appear before
the LORD your God in the place which He chooses: at
the Feast of Unleavened Bread, at the Feast of Weeks,
and at the Feast of Tabernacles; and they shall not
appear before the LORD empty-handed. Every man
shall give as he is able, according to the blessing of the
LORD your God which He has given you.

These three feasts were the three “pilgrimage feasts”
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personal Living by Faith and God’s Grace

(continued from page 7)
enant. They used charis in the New Testament to illus-
trate specific ways and means that God’s character is
expressed to us in His plan of salvation.

Grace in the Book of John
The book of John uses “grace” only four times, and all four
appear in the same tight context:

And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and
we beheld His glory, the glory as of the only begotten
of the Father, full of grace and truth. John bore
witness of Him and cried out, saying, “This was He
of whom I said, ‘He who comes after me is preferred
before me, for He was before me.’” And of His
fullness we have all received, and grace for grace.
For the law was given through Moses, but grace and
truth came through Jesus Christ. (John 1:14-17)

The way John uses them is important. Notice in verse
14 that Jesus is described as “full of grace”—suggesting
lovingkindness and benevolent gifts—“and truth.” Then,
verse 16 says that from that fullness of grace we receive
grace. In other words, it is from our relationship with Him
that we receive many beneficent gifts toward salvation.

Other Bibles translate the phrase “grace for grace” as
“grace on grace” or “grace upon grace.” In a paraphrase,
it may be rendered as “blessing after blessing.” The
phrase pictures grace as if it were objects being stacked
one on top of another or endlessly linked if side by side.

As we have seen, our calling is an act of God’s grace,
a gifting completely apart from any merit on our part. We
tend to think of grace primarily in regard to justification

and the forgiveness of sin, but that is far, far too limiting.
John is showing us that our relationship with God through
Jesus Christ is a connection that supplies us with a con-
tinuous flow of grace, blessings, gifts, favor, powers,
forgiveness, knowledge, understanding, wisdom, healings,
protection, and more through God’s loving concern.

He is not supplying our every desire but our every need
as His spiritual creation of each of us moves toward His
conclusion. Again, remember that, for this truth to be more
fully appreciated, it must be understood that He does not
owe us one tiny jot or tittle of it. Just as surely as the manna
physically appeared to the unconverted Israelites every
morning in the wilderness and the cloud was in the sky by
day and a pillar of fire by night, God is supplying our every
need in relation to His salvation and purpose.

It is all freely given toward His glorification and His
purpose of creating us to fill a position, a place in His
Kingdom. The apostles used charis in many other situa-
tions, but they applied it most especially to mean the
powers given by God to meet our spiritual needs.

We have seen a firm definition of and foundation for
appreciating the importance of grace to salvation. Without
it, there would be no salvation to give hope to our lives in
Christ. Along the way, through God’s creation of us into
the image of Christ, His giving of grace becomes the
source of power that enables us to overcome and glorify
God.

Next time, we will trace the unfolding of this wondrous
gift in further detail.

In Christian love,

ready answer How Do We Keep God’s Festivals?

of ancient Israel, for which all the families traveled up to
Jerusalem to keep them. Each adult male was expected to
attend and to give an offering to God. We follow this
command to give to God, splitting the offerings of those
three “times” or “seasons” into offerings on each of the
seven annual holy days.

Unlike a tithe, which is one-tenth of our income, the
amounts of these offerings are voluntary. God wants us to
consider how much He has blessed us and put a monetary
value—“as [we are] able”—on His loving care for us. Of
course, we can never give enough, but the exercise helps
us to learn to appreciate God in greater ways.

The Bible contains a great deal more information about
the holy days and their meanings for Christians, and such
things are frequently the subjects of the messages given

during the festivals. Keeping them year after year builds
up layers of knowledge and understanding concerning
God’s plan and the wonderful process that He is putting us
through in preparation for His coming Kingdom.

Though the church’s customs and traditions in keeping
these festivals may seem a little strange at first, they are
filled with significance, and before long, they are like old,
trusted, comfortable companions in our yearly worship of
God. They certainly outstrip the silly and commercialized
holiday customs of this world.

David writes in Psalm 34:8, “Oh, taste and see that the
LORD is good; blessed is the man who trusts in Him!” God
shows us His goodness by giving us these holy days, and
blessed are those who keep them!

—Richard T. Ritenbaugh
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The New Energy Equation

As the driving season kicks into high gear, the cost of gasoline
is again on the minds of many. Of course, the price at the

pump largely rises and falls according to the price of oil. What
has caused oil prices to rise so much in the last decade? Is this
simply a matter of supply and demand—with increased demand
from the developing world and supplies running out?

For decades, conventional wisdom has held that the world’s
fossil fuels are drying up, and soon the world as we know it will
grind to a halt as the oil disappears. This idea is largely attrib-
utable to the work and analyses of Marion King Hubbert (1903-
1989), who is distinguished in the term “Hubbert’s Peak”—better
known as “peak oil.” In 1956, after rigorous analysis, he pre-
dicted that U.S. oil production would hit its peak between 1965-
70. In 1970, U.S. oil production did in fact hit its high point and
began to decline, and three years later, the nation suffered the
shock of the oil embargo. Hubbert’s credentials were then
beyond reproach, and he continued to predict that children born
in 1965 would see the depletion of all the world’s oil, and that
mankind was entering “a period of non-growth.” His disciples
have continued to speculate that the world is perpetually ready
to fall off the oil mountain; it is now a mainstay among much of
Western culture.

Though Hubbert correctly forecast the future of U.S. oil in his
day, the oil industry is not static. According to “There Will Be
Oil” by Daniel Yergin (The Wall Street Journal, September 17,
2011), since 1978, the world’s oil production has increased by
30%. Just between 2007-2009, for every barrel of oil produced in
the world, 1.6 barrels of new reserves were added, either through
new discoveries or through developing techniques to extract
even more oil from existing fields.

Currently, an estimated 1.4 trillion barrels of oil are technically
and economically accessible—out of 5 trillion total barrels in the
ground. Truly, the world can be said to be awash in oil. Not only
are new fields continuing to be discovered, but the technology
continues to advance, allowing for previously impossible ex-
traction and production. This is not to suggest, however, that
the world’s current rate of consumption could be indefinitely
sustained.

Thus, oil scarcity does not account for the present price of oil.
Nor is it price-fixing by the OPEC cartel, which today produces
only about a third of the world’s oil. Instead, several other
factors make up this complex equation.

As Chevron Chairman and CEO David O’Reilly wrote in an
open letter in 2005, “One thing is clear: the era of easy oil is over.”
According to a 2010 review by the International Energy Agency,
the world’s largest producing oil fields—the “easy oil”—are
expected to lose three-quarters of their production over the next
few decades. The “tough oil”—though there is apparently a
large volume of it, in deep-water fields, tar sands, and the
Arctic—requires tens or even hundreds of billions of dollars
invested in infrastructure and new technology to get the oil from
the ground into a usable form for refining. Because of the hefty
upfront cost, many of the recently discovered fields will not be
profitable unless the price of oil remains above $90/barrel.

Who pays the billions of dollars in upfront expenses? The

majority of the capital comes from the oil companies themselves,
which depend on hefty profits to fund new projects. A large
percentage comes from non-oil-industry investors simply look-
ing for a return on investment. In the last 12 years, these
investors have grown to account for 40% of the oil market. They
tend to trade based on confidence and rumor, and the news of
the day can bring wide variations—whether Iran sounds bellig-
erent or a surging oil price attracts investors trying to catch an
upswing. Thus, the “open market” of oil is a double-edged
sword: It allows anyone to invest—and is generally a safe
investment given the demand for oil—and such investment
allows for the “tough oil” to be brought to market. Conversely,
the more people invest in a commodity, the higher its price.

That nearly all the world’s economies are increasing their
money supply via fiat currency compounds the effect. Since
2005, the global money supply has more than doubled. As more
money is created, more finds its way into investments (especially
oil), looking for a return, and the more money in the system, the
higher the price of oil. In the 2008 stock market crash, a huge
amount of fiat “wealth” was destroyed, and within six months,
the oil price fell from $145 to $36 per barrel.

Wherever big money can be made, politics comes into play,
and oil is certainly no exception. A geopolitical drama is unfold-
ing in the eastern Mediterranean due to the 2010 discovery off
Israel’s coast of an estimated 1.7 billion barrels of recoverable oil
and 122 trillion cubic feet of recoverable gas. The U.S. Geological
Survey calculates that the eastern Mediterranean contains 3.4
billion barrels of oil and 345 trillion cubic feet of natural gas—the
decade’s largest natural gas discovery. Already tensions have
risen. Lebanon is making its case to the United Nations that part
of the gas field (named “Leviathan”) lies in its territorial waters.
Israel, though, will not simply acquiesce. Its current domestic
natural gas production is already winding down, and existing
supplies could run out within a few years. It needs the new fields
for its energy—and thus national—security.

The Israeli discovery prompted its neighbors to do their own
exploration, and significant deposits of oil and natural gas were
found in the Aegean Sea near Greece—enough that Tulane
University oil expert David Hynes claims that Greece could
potentially solve its debt crisis by developing the fields. Athens
may never see this potential realized, however. For starters, the
IMF and EU are demanding that Greece sell off its public
companies (including its state oil companies) to pay its public
debt. In addition, Greece has not declared an Exclusive Economic
Zone around its coast, which would give it international recog-
nition of mineral rights. Moreover, Turkey has previously stated
that if Greece drills any further into the Aegean, it would consider
it an act of war.

In the present economic and political environment, tensions
are already high in the Middle East and Europe. This new
discovery of “black gold” has the potential to intensify the
friction in one of the most volatile places on earth.

—David C. Grabbe



At first, Jesus’ miracle of feeding the 4,000 (Matthew 15:32-39; Mark 8:1-10) may seem to be the same as the one He
performed for 5,000 (Matthew 14:13-21; Mark 6:30-44; Luke 9:10-17; John 6:1-15). They do have a few similarities:

Jesus multiplies loaves and fish; a multitude is fed; the disciples are skeptical; and they collect leftovers.

However, some distinct differences nullify any notion that they are the same: The crowds are of different sizes; the
disciples speak first in the first miracle, but Jesus does in the second; they occur in discrete locations; they follow
different events; the numbers of loaves and fish differ; the numbers of baskets differ; the baskets themselves are

different; and finally, Jesus spends one day with the 5,000, but three with the 4,000.

Jesus Himself removes any doubt by referring to them as two different miracles. He mentions the different numbers
of people present at the two events, the different numbers of baskets of fragments gathered afterward, and the

different sizes of the baskets (Matthew 16:9-10; Mark 8:19-21).

Feeding the Four Thousand

The Miracles of Jesus Christ

Bible Study

1. What area of the disciples’ spiritual development is God
testing?
COMMENT: Jesus calls the disciples to Himself, not because
He needs answers about the food problem, but to test their
faith. As a teacher tests his students, Christ periodically
tested His disciples (John 6:6). They often fail these tests,
and this one is no exception. None of us, however, can boast
about the marks we receive in the area of faith.

The disciples express skepticism about feeding the crowd.
Their store of food is low (Matthew 15:33). Even before
Christ can ask, they say that “we” cannot provide the bread.
They do not want to be asked to do it because they lack the
means. Granted, we of ourselves have the means to do little
for God, although we are to strive to do what we can. But
when assessing our ability to serve, we must include God’s
power as the primary means to accomplish anything. The
disciples do not do that.

In their view, finding that much food would be “impos-
sible” in such a desolate place (Mark 8:4). We sometimes
convince ourselves that God cannot work in a place be-
cause it is too hard a location. Truly, where faithlessness
exists, not much of God’s work will be done. Even so, harsh
or limiting conditions cannot obstruct God’s work if He
orders us to work in a place. His power overcomes all
difficulties.

To the disciples, the crowd of people is enormous (Mat-
thew 15:33), much too large for them to feed. Even if they
could provide some food, there would not be enough.
Sometimes we let the size of the crowd devalue God and
become an obstacle to our faith. At times, too, Christians go
along with the majority, and in doing so, go against their
consciences, damaging their faith and conviction. None of
the disciples is willing to stand against the others in faith.
2. What is wrong with the disciples’ doubts about feeding
4,000 people?
COMMENT: The skepticism of the disciples is quite shameful.
A short time earlier, they had witnessed Christ miraculously
feed the 5,000. They had seen His power multiply a few
loaves and fish to fill the hungry crowd. Yet, confronted

with an identical problem, they throw up their hands and say
that it cannot be done.

Is that not what all of us do when faced with a new but
similar trial? Each new difficulty appears as one from which
there is no rescue. Why do we become so perplexed and
discouraged? We know God heals and intervenes on behalf
of believers. Like the Israelites in the wilderness, we seem to
forget previous deliverances. What short memories we
have! The person with true faith develops confidence from
God’s former interventions of faithfulness and love.

There is no excuse for such skepticism. All of us have
expressed similar skepticism in our failures in trusting God.
The biblical words for doubt suggest being “suspended,”
“driven by gusts,” or “fluctuating in mid-air.” Doubt does
not necessarily indicate a lack of faith, but rather a state of
qualified faith––weakness but not its total absence. He-
brews 11:6 asserts, “Without faith it is impossible to please
Him, for he who comes to God must believe that He is, and
that He is a rewarder of those who diligently seek Him.” Like
us, Christ’s disciples obviously pleased God often, yet they
sometimes displayed weak faith.
3. What characteristic does Jesus manifest in dealing with
the multitude? Matthew 15:32; Mark 8:2.
COMMENT: On the third day, Jesus decides to send the
people away. Any food that they had brought with them had
been eaten by this time, and they had nothing to sustain
them on their return journey. Thus, Jesus has “compassion
on the multitude” and decides to intervene. It is encourag-
ing to notice that Christ’s miraculous power often origi-
nates, not necessarily in answer to a challenge, but simply
from compassion.

Jesus commands the multitude to be seated in orderly
fashion and then gives thanks. This miracle emphasizes His
gratitude to God for physical blessings. All the multitude
witnesses that their provision comes directly from God.

Jesus truly is the Bread of Life. His kindness and compas-
sion teach us that He is our loving, considerate, omniscient
Provider, able to intervene for us under any circumstance.

—Martin G. Collins
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