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Everyone enjoys receiving gifts. True Christians
have received the greatest gift of all: God’s grace.
Most people think of grace only in terms of God’s
merciful forgiveness and acceptance through the
blood of Jesus Christ, but such an idea severely
limits this awesome, unmerited gift. The Bible
reveals that through the fullness of Jesus Christ,
we receive grace upon grace (John 1:16), a
continuous flow of divine favor and gifts from God
to help us in every situation of life. Through His
grace, God supplies our every need.
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personal from John W. Ritenbaugh

Almost every letter authored by the apostle
Paul ends with the benediction, “the grace of our
Lord Jesus Christ” (for example, II Corinthians
13:14). However, it would be careless to assume
from Paul’s writings that grace is associated
only with Jesus Christ to the exclusion of the
Father. It is a matter of fact that the phrases “the
grace of God” and “grace from God” occur
even more frequently than “the grace of Christ.”
Almost every epistle authored by Paul opens
with the greeting: “Grace and peace from God.”
This certainly, at the very least, strongly implies
the Father.

There is no doubt God’s greatest acts of grace
have been the incarnation of Jesus Christ and His
sinless life, death, and resurrection (John 3:16).
Jesus Christ is the supreme expression of the
Father’s grace. However, He does not stand alone
as the giver of these priceless gifts. Jesus Christ,
as our Savior and High Priest continues to pour out
His gifts in our behalf as we struggle against the
carnality remaining within us and with the world
that attempts to persuade us against God’s pur-
pose for us.

The Bible shows grace as a means of rescue
that the sons of God cannot do for themselves. It
is a marvelous, outstanding characteristic shared
by both Father and Son and one conferred in many
forms. On occasion, Paul speaks of the “grace of
our God and the Lord Jesus Christ” (II

Living by Faith
and God’s Grace

Thessalonians 1:12). Grace should rightly be un-
derstood as coming from the Father through the
Son to man. Jesus Christ is the God-ordained
means by which grace most effectively reaches us
in our need.

As the previous article stated, we need to
understand grace’s value to our salvation by see-
ing it more clearly against the backdrop of God’s
justice. However, this article will focus most di-
rectly on Christ’s participation in our lives through
grace. We saw that the book of John begins with
the apostle exclaiming that grace and truth came
through Jesus Christ, and that it is from Christ’s
fullness that we receive grace upon grace, which
most certainly implies a continuous flow of grace
to provide available help in every circumstance
(John 1:14-17).

The last article detailed the background of the
secular usage of the Greek term charis and intro-
duced its spiritual usage. It is necessary to under-
stand the term’s secular usage because the Bible’s
usage of it makes it clear that God, through the
apostles, gave the term spiritual significance far
beyond how the man on the street would use it.

To recap, the normal Greek term indicates that
people with charis are perceived as gifted and
tend to be influential with others. Thus, the term
contains a sense of being enabled or empowered.
The apostles appear to have picked up on this,
using it to signify the undeserved benevolence of

Part Two
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God toward sinners. This is considerably different from its
secular usage.

In secular usage, the emphasis is on physical gifts
received. In the Bible, the emphasis is on spiritual gifts
given by God to enable the recipient to meet His require-
ments to glorify Him, overcome, and grow so that he can
be created in God’s image. Grace thus implies divine
empowerment for service, accomplishment, and some-
times rescue. The aspect of grace being received is still
retained, however, which results in thanksgiving to God for
His abundant and merciful providence, as its recipients
recognize and acknowledge Him for so doing.

Our salvation is accomplished through God’s benevo-
lence from beginning to end. Grace, the divine assistance,
is not given because God is obligated, compelled, forced, or
duty-bound to us to do so. It is freely conferred. Scripture
contains not one example of it being given as a reward.
Conversely, Romans 4:4 clearly states, “Now to him who
works, the wages are not counted as grace but as debt.”

Under no circumstance is grace our due. God gives
grace freely, not by constraint. Truly, all He owes us is the
death that we have earned through sin. He gives grace
because that is His character. He gives it because He is
working out His purpose, not because He owes us for what
we think we have earned or for what our pride is demand-
ing for us because we believe we are entitled to what we
desire.

We can conclude, then, that spiritually, our gifting by
God takes on a vastly greater dimension in two areas: First,
God’s grace is the single most important aspect of our
spiritual and eternal salvation. Second, God’s giving of it is
completely and totally unmerited. There are no automatic
entitlements.

God is not fulfilling our every desire but our every need
as His spiritual creation of each of us moves toward His
conclusion. To appreciate this truth fully, we must under-
stand that He does not owe us one tiny jot or tittle of it.

Just as surely as every morning in the wilderness the
manna appeared to sustain those unconverted Israelites,
and the pillar of cloud hung in the sky by day and the pillar
of fire by night to guide them, God is supplying our every
need in relation to His salvation and purpose. It is all freely
given toward His glorification and to fulfill His purpose of
creating us to occupy positions in His Kingdom. The
apostles used charis in many other situations, but most
especially in regard to the powers given by God to meet our
spiritual needs.

Jesus, Grace, and Empowerment
Jesus tells His disciples in John 14:1-4:

Let not your heart be troubled; you believe in God,
believe also in Me. In my Father’s house are many
mansions; if it were not so, I would have told you. I
go to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare

a place for you, I will come again and receive you to
Myself; that where I am, there you may be also. And
where I go you know, and the way you know.

The instruction in this chapter is helpful regarding living
by faith. Christ had told them that He was returning to the
Father, and they were concerned about how they would
get along without Him. He meets their concerns in the
following way.

In the first four verses, He reminds them that there is a
place for them in God’s Kingdom. Beginning in verse 5, He
tells them in an overall sense that they will be busy, and in
verse 15, that much of their activity will focus on their
expressions of love for Him through keeping God’s com-
mandments. He is speaking, not just of the Ten, but of all
of God’s instruction within His purpose of preparing them
to fill their places in His Kingdom.

John 14:16-18, 26 then begins to detail how the apostles
will be empowered by Him to fulfill their responsibilities.

And I will pray the Father, and He will give you
another Helper, that He may abide with you forever,
even the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot
receive, because it neither sees Him nor knows Him;
but you know Him, for He dwells with you and will
be in you. I will not leave you orphans; I will come
to you. . . . But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the
Father will send in My name, He will teach you all
things, and bring to your remembrance all things that
I said to you.

The instruction is that He will gift them—and us too—by
His grace with a Spirit that will be the means of enabling
us to meet our responsibilities in submitting ourselves to
God’s creative purposes.

Notice, He specifically says in verse 18, “I will come to
you.” The point is clear. The gift will not be a Third Person
in a Trinity. He expands on the personal nature of this
gifting by adding in verse 23, “We will come to [you],”
meaning the Father and Son. He is revealing to all the
children of God that both the Father and Son are personally
involved in our spiritual creation.

Their personal involvement by means of the Holy
Spirit is all by itself one of God’s most gracious of all
gifts. This ties directly into John 1:14-18 and John’s
“grace upon grace” comment, confirming it. In John 14, we
begin to see indications of the fact that grace, God’s gifting,
is power in many forms. Other scriptures confirm this
major gifting.

Jesus says in Luke 24:49, “Behold, I send the Promise
of My Father upon you; but tarry in the city of Jerusalem
until you are endued with power from on high.” This
directive and promise occurs after the instruction given in
John 14. Notice especially that Jesus clearly links this
specific gifting with power. Acts 1:8 confirms this truth,
linking grace with power: “But you shall receive power
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when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be
witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria,
to the end of the earth.”

Grace in a Different Light
Paul teaches in Titus 2:11-15:

For the grace of God that brings salvation has ap-
peared to all men, teaching us that, denying ungodli-
ness and worldly lusts, we should live soberly,
righteously, and godly in the present age, looking
for the blessed hope and glorious appearing of our
great God and Savior Jesus Christ, who gave Him-
self for us, that He might redeem us from every
lawless deed and purify for Himself His own special
people, zealous for good works. Speak these things,
exhort, and rebuke with all authority. Let no one
despise you.

This passage on grace will take us in a somewhat
different direction, but one important to our understanding.
Paul sometimes uses “grace” as a broad catchall term to
declare the way God acts toward His converted but still
occasionally sinful children.

In every case, whether referring to a singular gift or a
continuing package of gifts that result in salvation, grace
must always be perceived as unearned. Here, “grace” is
used as a kind of shorthand for the entire ministry of Jesus
Christ through which we are given salvation.

Notice that Paul exclaims, “Grace has appeared,” just
as the manna, cloud, and fire appeared to illustrate God’s
faithful presence to the Israelites through the entirety of
their pilgrimage. Thus God is shown freely providing
them with guidance, daily sustenance, and security.
Recall that in John 14:18 that Jesus says in relation to giving
the Spirit of truth, “I will not leave you orphans; I will
come to you.” Paul is implying in Titus 2 that Jesus is
following the pattern that He established with Israel for
the church’s benefit.

Paul also describes Jesus Christ as the personification
of grace, salvation, redemption, teaching, hope, and the
instruction and inspiration to live godly lives of overcoming
and good works. All of these are shown as aspects of one
huge gift that is continuously flowing in our lives.

Even as Paul describes Jesus as the personification of
grace, he also uses Him as a synonym for grace and all of
its powers and benefits, as though Christ exemplified all
aspects of grace rolled up in one package. In this way, we
can more easily identify and understand it and its meaning
to us. Notice further what Jesus—grace—is doing: It is
teaching us. Teaching represents the empowerment of
knowledge, wisdom, understanding, inspiration, and dis-
cernment regarding our responsibilities. It also helps us to
identify the subtleties of Satan’s devious, anti-God sys-
tems.

We should not make the mistake of thinking of grace as
an entity; it is not a “thing” God dispenses. “Grace” is a
term that represents the freeness of God’s personal,

patient, and concerned generosity—His blessings and sav-
ing acts that are continuously flowing on our behalf to
assist us along the way.

God’s saving work in us is not merely an extending of
life to everlasting life. It is a creative labor on His part,
forming us into the image of Jesus Christ, that requires our
freely given cooperation for it to succeed. One of our major
problems in fulfilling this responsibility by faith is to think
about Him consistently, seeking for and acknowledging
His benefits, and then returning thanks and praise to Him
for His forgiving, patient generosity.

Do we see God? Do you see Him working in our lives?
Do we see His daily, active generosity, as Jesus reveals
Him in Matthew 5:43-45?

You have heard that it was said, “You shall love your
neighbor and hate your enemy.” But I say to you, love
your enemies, bless those who curse you, do good to
those who hate you, and pray for those who spitefully
use you and persecute you, that you may be sons of
your Father in heaven; for He makes His sun rise on
the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and
on the unjust.

Jesus says this to help us grasp the marvelous, obliging,
and almost overwhelming generosity and magnanimity
of God’s approach toward His creation. He acts this
way despite all that we have thoughtlessly and self-
centeredly done against Him personally and His creation,
which certainly includes other people both converted and
unconverted. Regardless, He still gives and gives some
more. Why? Because this is the way that He is by nature,
setting us an example of what He wants us to become in
our natures too.

Do not be misled, though. He is not a thoughtless,
wealthy, spendthrift sap. He does all this giving with
purposeful wisdom, and especially so with His children that
He is now preparing for His Family Kingdom.

When dealing with His children, His giving nature does
not change. It is, however, more directed and focused on
their preparation for their future in His Kingdom. Yes, He
directly tests us, but because we are the apple of His eye,
He provides us with the comfort and encouragement of I
Corinthians 10:13:

No temptation has overtaken you except such as is
common to man; but God is faithful, who will not allow
you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with
the temptation will also make the way of escape, that
you may be able to bear it.

Thus, we are given assurance that even in the midst of
the difficulties necessary for our preparation to inherit the
Kingdom as co-heirs with Christ, He will generously
supply our needs.

Grace and Justification
God’s justification of sinners is probably the best known,
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and at the same time, perhaps the least understood of the
Bible’s major doctrines directly involving salvation. God’s
grace plays the major role toward making possible this
most important step toward our salvation. Notice Romans
5:8-10:

But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that
while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. Much
more then, having now been justified by His blood, we
shall be saved from wrath through Him. For if when
we were enemies we were reconciled to God through
the death of His Son, much more, having been
reconciled, we shall be saved by His life.

Notice two things in these verses, the second one first.
In verse 10, Paul states, “We shall be saved by His life.”
As wonderful a gift as God’s merciful forgiveness is,
merely being forgiven through Christ’s blood is not
sufficient for salvation. Justification must be seen for
what it truly is: It is essential, but it is only the beginning
of the salvation process. Throughout the process, we
are saved by the continuous flow of grace upon grace from
our High Priest.

The other important point is that perhaps nothing regard-
ing God’s spiritual creation demonstrates God’s gracious
and generous freeness—His total lack of obligation toward
us—as does His justifying of sinners rather than morally
meritorious saints.

The Christian doctrine of God justifying by faith rather
than by works truly set the religious Jews of the apostle’s
day on an angry edge. To them, it made no logical sense.
They perceived it as simply another invitation to sin be-
cause it seems so easy, or perhaps they also saw it as God
ignoring their sincere efforts to please Him.

This charge is true—if one perceives justification car-
nally, isolating it so that it appears to occur completely
apart from God’s entire purpose for salvation rather than
seeing it for what it truly is. Justification by grace through
faith is a necessary part of the whole of being created in
Christ’s image. Why is it necessary that our justification be
by grace through faith? It must be this way because, if we
earn justification through our works, it opens the door for
human pride, not just to enter our relationship with God, but
perhaps even to drive the relationship. If one is justified by
works, a person could then honestly claim that God chose
him, and his works, because he was good.

This is not good because pride is such a strong influ-
ence against God. Remember, Satan’s pride rising in
him initiated this entire earthly mess. Consider carefully
what his pride did to his relationship with God. Justification
given because of works alters the positions within the
relationship, making God obligated to us as if we had
earned a relationship with Him. Pride attempts to put a
person on an equal footing with God or even in charge of
the relationship, and this ultimately results in us creating
ourselves.

It is dangerous to unleash pride in thinking more of
ourselves than what is truly good for our character devel-
opment. We are not the creator but the creation, subject to
the designs and purposes of the Master Creator. For our
good, then, justification must be received as a freely given,
unearned gift.

Romans 3:19-23 helps us to understand our position
before God:

Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to
those who are under the law, that every mouth may
be stopped, and all the world may become guilty
before God. Therefore by the deeds of the law no
flesh will be justified in His sight, for by the law is the
knowledge of sin. But now the righteousness of God
apart from the law is revealed, being witnessed by the
Law and the Prophets, even the righteousness of God
which is through faith in Jesus Christ to all and on all
who believe. For there is no difference; for all have
sinned and fall short of the glory of God.

This passage shows us the foundation of understanding
justification by faith and thus where we stand in the
relationship. Paul explains that, regardless of who one is
and what he has done that might be considered as righ-
teousness, God owes Him nothing but death because “all
have sinned.” Sinners are those under the law, and the law
condemns them, making them subject to its power to take
the sinner’s life. Each person’s own transgressions against
the law and God place him in that position.

Sin is something each sinner is responsible for, and once
the individual has sinned and earned the death penalty, the
sin cannot be forgiven simply because he does good to
make up for it. God did not make him sin. A clear example
is Adam and Eve: God obviously did not make them sin;
each of them chose to sin. Romans 3:20 clearly states that
no sinner can justify himself through law-keeping. The
law’s purpose is to make known what sin is.

Once a person sins, everything is seemingly stacked
against him. The sinner can in no way make up for what he
has done. Therefore, since justification cannot be claimed
as a right due to his keeping the law, if a person desires to
be forgiven, the only alternative is that justification must be
received as a gift.

Romans 4:3-5 carries this process another step forward:

For what does the Scripture say? “Abraham believed
God, and it was accounted to him for righteousness.”
Now to him who works, the wages are not counted as
grace but as debt. But to him who does not work but
believes on Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is
accounted for righteousness.

The purpose of justification is to be judged righteous
before God. Abraham is Paul’s primary example to us. He
draws his example from Genesis 15:4-6:
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(continued on page 14)

And behold, the word of the Lord came to him, saying,
“This one shall not be your heir, but one who will
come from your own body shall be your heir.” Then
He brought him outside and said, “Look now toward
heaven, and count the stars if you are able to number
them.” And He said to him, “So shall your descen-
dants be.” And he believed in the Lord, and He
accounted it to him for righteousness.

Abraham was declared righteous because he believed
what God promised.

Paul then moves on to address the next important
question: Does this wonderful gift apply only to those who
are physical descendants of Abraham?

Does this blessedness then come upon the circum-
cised only, or upon the uncircumcised also? For we
say that faith was accounted to Abraham for righ-
teousness. How then was it accounted? While he
was circumcised, or uncircumcised? Not while cir-
cumcised, but while uncircumcised. (Romans 4:9-10)

Genesis 17:24 clearly shows that circumcision, repre-
senting works, came long after Abraham had been de-
clared righteous before God by faith. Therefore, his
circumcision and his family bloodline, his ethnicity, had
nothing at all to do with his justification. God’s justification
of him was thus purely an act of God’s grace through
Abraham’s faith, his trust in what God said.

Grace, Justification, and Law
Genesis 26:4-5 adds an interesting and important factor.
Speaking to Isaac, God says:

And I will make your descendants multiply as the
stars of heaven; I will give to your descendants all
these lands; and in your seed all the nations of the
earth shall be blessed; because Abraham obeyed My
voice and kept My charge, My commandments, My
statutes, and My laws.

The Jews of the apostles’ day complained that justifica-
tion by faith was an invitation to sin. Today’s complaint
says that the law is “done away,” thus keeping the law is
not required. Abraham is Paul’s prime example of justifi-
cation by faith. Did God’s gracious gift of father Abraham’s
justification lead him to break God’s laws? Absolutely not!
The Jew’s complaint is totally unjustified, and today’s false
doctrine is nothing but a sheer lie!

In Galatians 2:15-21, Paul defends justification by faith
using true, spiritual logic to explain why it will not lead him
to return to a life of sin:

We who are Jews by nature, and not sinners of the
Gentiles, knowing that a man is not justified by the
works of the law but by faith in Jesus Christ, even we
have believed in Christ Jesus, that we might be
justified by faith in Christ, and not by the works of the

law; for by the works of the law no flesh shall be
justified. But if, while we seek to be justified by Christ,
we ourselves also are found sinners, is Christ there-
fore a minister of sin? Certainly not! For if I build
again those things which I destroyed, I make myself
a transgressor. For I through the law died to the law
that I might live to God. I have been crucified with
Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me;
and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith
in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for
me. I do not set aside the grace of God; for if righteous-
ness comes through the law, then Christ died in vain.

Verse 15 declares that being born an Israelite indicates
a privileged birth. The privilege results from being part of
the Old Covenant nation, thus having direct contact with
God’s Word, which contains His promises and instruc-
tions. This provides the possibility of faith because faith
comes from hearing God’s Word (Romans 10:17).

However, even having that privilege is of itself no
benefit regarding justification. Why? Because a person is
justified only through faith in Jesus Christ. Through this
means and this means only, a person is declared righteous
or innocent of sin. Thus, if one does not take advantage of
its availability, the availability itself is of no value. Faith in
Jesus Christ and His message is what is important about
this way of life.

Paul makes a definitive statement regarding obedience
following justification by faith in verses 17-18. The thing
that he destroyed through faith and repentance was his
former way of life with its mountain of sin accumulated
during his unconverted life before justification. Paul was
determined not to return to that sinful way. To do this, he
had to live to God (verse 19), that is, to obey God’s laws
so that he would not sin and therefore bring to naught his
justification through Christ’s sacrifice. He is clearly stat-
ing that keeping God’s laws is required, even though
keeping them does not earn salvation.

We need to make sure that we understand this impor-
tant reality: Being justified is a major step toward salva-
tion, but this does not mean that the person’s character is
now fully changed. It means only that the charges for sin
against him are removed, and he is legally declared inno-
cent on the basis of Christ’s divine righteousness.

Justification is a judicial action by a judge—God. The
term indicates an aligning of a forgiven person with a
standard. In this case, the standard is the laws of God.
Justification does not happen automatically to all but solely
to those whom God calls, forgives, and unites with Christ
because they believe in the efficacy of His death as the
divinely given Substitute to pay the death penalty for their
sins. They have humbled themselves before Him and
fervently desire to glorify God through a vastly changed life.

Character is a group of qualities that cannot be trans-
ferred by fiat. It is created throughout life, either by
experiences in this world or by experiences within a
relationship with God. We desire to be in the character
image of God. In His purpose, the creating of godly
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Meet the Minor Prophets

Though it would only be partially true, one could
contend that the Minor Prophets deal with the

decline, fall, and return of Israel/Judah. As was noted in
Part Two, only a small fraction of the people of Judah
returned after their Babylonian Exile, while very few
Israelites of the Northern Kingdom found their way back
to the land of their fathers. Most Israelites remained in
the lands of their captivity until incursions from the south
forced their migration to the north and ultimately to the
west, into Europe.

Beyond this fact, we must remember that these
twelve small books were written by prophets of God, and
while they wrote about existing cultural and social
declines, as well as current political and military activi-
ties, their—and especially God’s—intent was to inform
and motivate, not just the prophets’ contemporaries, but
also future readers. In having these books written, God
was chronicling a prophetic type that could be seen as a
pattern for believers down through history to measure
the conditions of their own day, particularly those who
would live in the time of the end, just before the return of
Christ.

In this way, the decline and fall of the two king-
doms, Israel and Judah, are very relevant to us. They
provide a foreshadowing of general trends, attitudes,
and events that will be present in the antitype, the fall
of modern Israel and Judah. The specifics will, of
course, be different—the downfalls are separated by
more than 2,500 years—but there will be enough
similarities to discern the fulfillment of prophecy and
gauge a rough prediction of the timeline to Israel’s
collapse.

The earliest of the Minor Prophets—Hosea, Joel, and
Amos—describe conditions in Israel in her last years
and call for her repentance. Even so, after the death of
Jeroboam II in 753 BC, the Northern Kingdom swiftly
plunged to its destruction in 722 (about forty years after
Amos’ ministry). Not only did political infighting and

moral decline weaken the nation, but a powerful warrior,
Tiglathpileser III, also known as Pul, usurped the throne
of Assyria and began to expand his empire to the
southwest.

During his reign (c. 752-742 BC), Israel’s King
Menahem bowed the knee to Assyria, paying heavy
tribute (II Kings 15:19-20). After a two-year reign, his
son, Pekahiah, was assassinated by Pekah, who was in
turn killed by Hoshea in about 731 BC. Hoshea took the
opportunity of Pul’s death in 727 BC to rebel against his
son, Shalmaneser V, who promptly imprisoned Hoshea
and commenced a three-year siege of Samaria (II Kings
17:4-5). As II Kings 17:6 records, “In the ninth year of
Hoshea, the king of Assyria [by this time, Sargon II] took
Samaria and carried Israel away to Assyria, and placed
them in Halah and by the Habor, the River of Gozan, and
in the cities of the Medes.” Verses 7-23 provide the real
reasons for their defeat, captivity, and exile: disobedi-
ence—particularly idolatry—and rejection of their cov-
enant with God.

Judah’s destruction, beginning about 120 years later,
is similar and perhaps more spectacular. The 55-year
reign of Manasseh (c. 696-641 BC), a time of almost
unbridled immorality and idolatry to the point of child
sacrifice to Molech (see II Kings 21:1-16; II Chronicles
33:1-9), sealed the doom of the kingdom. Even a good,
righteous king like Josiah (c. 640-609 BC) could not
reverse Judah’s spiritual deterioration, and under his
weak successors, the Southern Kingdom fell with great
dispatch.

In the meantime, in 616 BC, Assyria’s capital,
Nineveh, had fallen to an alliance of Babylonians and
Medes, led by Nabopolassar of Babylon. His son,
Nebuchadnezzar II (605-562 BC), carried on his work of
subjugating the entire Near East into a Babylonian
empire. Nebuchadnezzar took Jewish captives in 605-
604 BC, among whom was the prophet Daniel (Daniel
1:1-2). After a failed rebellion by Jehoiakim and subse-
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quently by his son Jehoiachin (also called Jeconiah or
Coniah), Babylonian armies captured Jerusalem in 597
BC and took much of the aristocracy, the upper classes,
and the nation’s artisans, as well as the Temple’s
treasure, back to Babylon (II Kings 24:1-16). His suc-
cessor, Zedekiah, foolishly rebelled a decade later, and
Nebuchadnezzar, having had his fill of Jewish resis-
tance, sent his army to Judah. In 586 BC, the Babylonians
slaughtered thousands, took the remnant captive, and
destroyed Jerusalem, breaking down the wall and de-
stroying everything with fire, including the Temple (see
II Chronicles 36:11-21).

These momentous events are the background stories
of the Minor Prophets.

NAHUM

The book of Nahum could be called the sequel to the
book of Jonah. Its central event, the fall of Nineveh,
takes place in 616 BC, about a century and a half after the
ministry of Jonah, in whose time the great capital of
Assyria was spared God’s wrath due to its inhabitants’
humble repentance. This time, as Nahum relates in
impassioned lyric poetry, she would be humbled and left
“empty, desolate, and waste” (Nahum 2:10).

Little is known about Nahum the prophet besides his
name—which is a shortened form of Nehemiah and
means “comfort” or “consolation”—and his hometown,
Elkosh. Details about him are so scarce that no one is
certain even where Elkosh is, although it may be the
same as the well-known New Testament town,
Capernaum (“the village of Nahum”). However, since
Nahum and Nehemiah were common names in Israel,
we cannot by sure Capernaum was named after the
prophet. If not, then he probably lived somewhere in
Judah; the southern town of Beth Gabra, modern Beit-
Jebrin, 15 kilometers east of Gath, has been suggested as
a likely site.

The three-chapter book begins, “The burden against
Nineveh” (Nahum 1:1), and throughout his prophecy, the
prophet speaks directly to Assyrians. The first chapter
introduces these foreigners to the might and majesty of
Israel’s God, who has sent Nahum with a message of
woe. The date of this message has been debated, but
since Nahum 3:8-10 speaks of the destruction of Thebes
(663 BC) as a historic fact, most modern scholars date the
book between 660 and 630 BC, late in Manasseh’s reign
or early in Josiah’s.

What makes this prophecy of Nineveh’s complete
destruction so incredible is the fact of Nineveh’s size,
strength, and duration (it had been founded in the time of
Nimrod; see Genesis 10:11). It was thought to be inde-
structible, having been constantly fortified and expanded
through the riches brought in by both conquest and trade.
Sennacherib himself claimed that the walls of his city
were 60 feet thick and 100 feet high. At its height, its
metropolitan population may have been upwards of a
million inhabitants.

In his article, “Nahum, Nineveh and Those Nasty
Assyrians” (Bible and Spade, Fall 2003, http://

www.biblearchaeology.org/post/2009/05/nahum2c-
nineveh-and-those-nasty-assyrians.aspx#Article), Gor-
don Franz uses what has been discovered at Nineveh to
show the accuracy of Nahum’s descriptions of Assyria’s
fall. The prophecy even presents the detail that “the
palace is dissolved” (Nahum 2:6), and such a strange
thing actually occurred! Heavy rains in the third year of
the siege caused flooding that broke down the walls, and
the Babylonians assisted by opening up the canals of the
Tigris River. All this water undermined the palace,
“dissolving” it!

Unlike many of the other Minor Prophets, the book
contains no outright Messianic prophecies, dealing as it
does strictly with the downfall of Nineveh. However, it
does contain the well-known exclamation, “Behold, on
the mountains the feet of him who brings good tidings,
who proclaims peace!” (Nahum 1:15), an echo of Isaiah
40:9 and 52:7. While Jesus did indeed proclaim good
news—the gospel—to Judah, this verse specifically
refers to the “good tidings” of the fall of Judah’s longtime
nemesis, Assyria.

HABAKKUK

Like Nahum, Habakkuk the man is another mystery. All
that is said of him is that he was a prophet, and the only
clue that we can glean from his name is that it means
“one who embraces.” The postscript at the end of his
third chapter (Habakkuk 3:19) hints that Habakkuk may
have been a Levite or even from a priestly family, but
little is known for certain. We can, though, say that he
prophesied in and to Judah.

Because so little is known of him, the dating of his
short prophecy is also open to conjecture. The book’s
placement among the Minor Prophets suggests a time
not too far removed from the fall of Nineveh, when
Babylon began its meteoric ascendency over the Near
East. Behind the book is the looming specter of the
approaching Chaldeans, who were conquering nations
one by one, and Judah lay in their way. This places
Habakkuk as writing just before the Babylonian invasion
and as being a contemporary of Jeremiah in Jerusalem.
A date of 610-605 BC is likely.

The bulk of the first chapter revolves around two
questions that Habakkuk poses to God: 1) How long will
You refuse to answer my prayer for deliverance? and 2)
Why are You sending such wicked people to punish
Judah? The prophet cannot grasp how his holy God can
do such things, for are not the Israelites God’s holy
people?

God’s answer to the first question is that, this time, He
will not deliver Judah. He has raised the Chaldeans to
punish His people for their treachery against the cov-
enant and their mounting sins. He answers Habakkuk’s
second question in Habakkuk 2:4, “Behold the proud, his
soul is not upright in him; but the just shall live by his
faith.” In other words, God is justified in punishing for sin
in whatever manner He sees fit, and the righteous will
trust God to do what is best.

The rest of the second chapter is a succession of five
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“woes” that describe why God has seen fit to punish
Judah. At its end, when it is clear that God’s judgment
is just, He says, “But the LORD is in His holy temple. Let
all the earth keep silence before Him” (Habakkuk
2:20). Chapter 3 is Habakkuk’s response, a prayer to
God, upon understanding His mind on the matter. It is a
hymn of praise and faith in recognition of the righteous-
ness of God. Though He must punish for sin, He will also
save and exalt those He favors.

Habakkuk contains only one prophecy of the coming
Messiah: “You went forth for the salvation of Your
people, for salvation with Your Anointed. You struck
the head from the house of the wicked, by laying bare
from foundation to neck. Selah” (Habakkuk 3:13). This
may be an allusion to the woman’s seed striking the
head of the serpent (Genesis 3:15), describing how
Christ brings complete salvation through His sacrifice
for sin (see Hebrews 7:25).

ZEPHANIAH

Unlike the previous two authors, Zephaniah provides
the reader with more information about himself and his
times. He was “the son of Cushi, the son of Gedaliah,
the son of Amariah, the son of Hezekiah, in the days of
Josiah the son of Amon, king of Judah” (Zephaniah 1:1).
This pedigree reveals that he was not only a Jew but
also of royal blood, the great-great-grandson of Heze-
kiah and a distant cousin of Josiah. That he prophesied
during Josiah’s reign makes him a contemporary of
Jeremiah, Nahum, and probably Habakkuk.

The prophet’s name means “the LORD hides” or “he
whom the LORD hides,” and this idea appears in his
prophecy. He writes in Zephaniah 2:3, in one of the
book’s more memorable verses, “Seek the LORD, all you
meek of the earth, who have upheld His justice. Seek
righteousness, seek humility. It may be that you will be
hidden in the day of the LORD’S anger.” His calling of
Judah to repentance in this chapter has spurred com-
mentators to speculate that Zephaniah may have worked
closely with Josiah during that king’s reforms of the
nation beginning around 621 BC (see II Kings 22-23; II
Chronicles 34-35). This year is an approximate date for
the book.

The Day of the Lord is Zephaniah’s theme, using the
expression more than any other Old Testament author
does. In the first chapter, God announces that His
judgment is near and that it will be “a day of wrath, a day
of trouble and distress, a day of devastation and deso-
lation, a day of darkness and gloominess, a day of clouds
and thick darkness, a day of trumpet and alarm”
(Zephaniah 1:15-16). The chapter closes with the dire
words, “For He will make speedy riddance of all those
who dwell in the land” (verse 18).

The second chapter begins with a brief call to
repentance, proffering a morsel of hope to those who
return to God. This is followed by a longer section that

promises judgment on nearby nations too: Philistia, Moab,
Ammon, Ethiopia, and Assyria. In chapter 3, God takes
wicked Jerusalem to task, saying, “Despite everything . . .
they rose early and corrupted all their deeds” (Zephaniah
3:7). Thus, God must “pour on them My indignation”
(verse 8). However, one day, a faithful remnant, “a
meek and humble people, . . . [who] shall trust in the
name of the LORD” (verses 12, 18-20), will be brought
back from the lands of their captivity.

Zephaniah’s Messianic prophecy appears in Zephaniah
3:15, 17:

The LORD has taken away your judgments, He has
cast out your enemy. The King of Israel, the LORD,
is in your midst; you shall see disaster no more. . . .
The LORD your God in your midst, the Mighty One,
will save; He will rejoice over you with gladness,
He will quiet you with His love, He will rejoice over
you with singing.

Clearly, this is a prophecy of Christ’s second coming,
when He will put down all of His enemies and establish
peace and justice in His Millennial Kingdom.

HAGGAI

The prophet Haggai, whose name means “festal” or
“festive,” is the first of the post-Exile prophets, and his
prophecy is dated to “the second year of King Darius, in
the sixth month, on the first day of the month” (Haggai
1:1; see Ezra 4:24), which corresponds to the late
summer of 520 BC. Haggai says nothing of himself in his
book other than that he was a prophet. His prophecy
covers only four months’ time, from the sixth to the ninth
month of that year.

The book is divided into four dated prophecies, one
covering the entire first chapter and three appearing in
the second (Haggai 2:1-9; 10-19; 20-23). The first two
prophecies are addressed to both Zerubbabel, the gover-
nor, and Joshua, the high priest, as representing all of the
people. The third prophecy concerns a question of law
that Haggai is to ask the priests, and the fourth is spoken
to Zerubbabel alone.

The historical background of Haggai is found in the
book of Ezra. Those Jews and Levites who had first
returned to Judea after Cyrus had released them from
their Babylonian captivity had been in the land for
roughly eighteen years, and God’s Temple, which they
had been sent back specifically to build (II Chronicles
36:23; Ezra 1:2-4), still lay unfinished. However, the
people had taken the time to settle themselves and build
their own homes. As God puts it, “Is it time for you
yourselves to dwell in your paneled houses, and this
temple to lie in ruins?” (Haggai 1:4). Haggai’s first
prophecy is a rebuke to the leadership and the people to
resume work on God’s House.

(continued on page 14)
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The Rape of Dinah

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

R
ecently, a man spoke in my hearing about the Rape of Dinah, the
daughter of Jacob, and he gave the impression that her violation
was entirely her fault. It was his opinion that she went out seeking

the world and got what she deserved. Actually, that Dinah was responsible
for the whole sorry affair is a common take on this event by many Bible
commentators, scholars, and preachers. Many people believe that she was
a hussy, a disobedient young woman with a taste for the things of the world.

Is this an accurate portrayal? Was Dinah solely to blame? What can we
learn from this account?

An entire chapter of the Bible is devoted to the Rape of Dinah, which
is remarkable considering how many other important events received
nothing near this much ink! Obviously, God wants us to learn some lessons
from what happened to Dinah and her family.

Dinah

As we begin, we need to hit the highlights of this account in Genesis 34.
Verse 1 informs us that “Dinah, the daughter of Leah . . . went out to see
the daughters of the land.” As far as we know, Dinah was Jacob’s only
daughter. We can easily imagine many scenarios of life for an only girl
with, at that time, eleven brothers. Would she be a tomboy? Spoiled? Over-
protected? Possibly, but she could just as well have been kind, giving,
respectful, and obedient. She was not only the daughter of Leah and Jacob,
but the granddaughter of Isaac and Rebekah and the great granddaughter
of Abraham and Sarah. She had some pretty good genes, and she certainly
had been told their stories, giving her good examples to follow.

We are immediately told that she is Leah’s daughter. This could be just
a simple statement of fact, or under God’s inspiration, Moses could be
hinting that she was not one of Jacob’s favorites, since her mother was
Leah, not Rachel. After all, favoritism was a great sin Jacob dealt with
much of his adult life. This would help to explain Jacob’s subdued reaction,
which we will see.

It is difficult to pin down Dinah’s age at this point, but she was probably
thirteen or fourteen years old. Most commentators agree on this, though

ready answer

“Now Dinah . . .

went out to see the

daughters of the land,

And when Shechem . . .

saw her, he took her

and lay with her,

and violated her.”

—Genesis 34:1-2
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some think she was as old as her late teens. By following
the timeline of Jacob’s journey, service to Laban, and return
to Canaan, the evidence points to a young girl of around
thirteen. Some thirteen-year-old girls look and act like
streetwalkers, yet other girls of that age still play with dolls.

Where did Dinah fit? She was curious enough to leave
the safety of the camp and to explore, so it is unlikely that
she was still playing with dolls. She was certainly physi-
cally mature enough to draw attention from men, and girls
of that time may have grown up early, yet no matter how
one theorizes, she remains a young girl. Perhaps she was
a bit full of herself, maybe a bit silly and giggly, as girls this
age can be. Her trip into town was unwise, certainly.

She went out of her family’s camp, left its safety,
specifically to see the “daughters of the land.” The Jewish
historian, Josephus, says that the Hivites were having a
festival of some sort. We can picture the color, the
pageantry, and music of an exotic celebration and realize
how that would catch the eye of a tent-dwelling young girl
with no sisters.

In verse 2, we find that Shechem the son of Hamor the
Hivite, a prince of the country, “saw her, he took her and
lay with her, and violated her.” By the time this incident
occurred, Jacob and his family had lived in the area for a
few years. After Jacob left Laban and met and dealt with
Esau, he had journeyed on to Succoth, staying there long
enough to build homes—or more properly booths—for his
family and livestock. He had then moved on to the city of
Shechem, where he had bought the land that his tents were
pitched on from Hamor (Genesis 33:17-19). No doubt,
there was additional contact between the peoples as they
traded with each other.

Dinah had possibly been to town before on one of these
trips, and Shechem may have seen her. Verse 3 relates,
“[Shechem’s] soul was strongly attracted to Dinah . . . and
he loved the young woman.” Most likely, the young man
had begun to lust for her when he first saw her, developed
a “crush” on her, and as a son of the local ruler, he just took
what he wanted.

Was It Rape?

Did Shechem take Dinah against her will? Some of the
more recent commentators spend a great deal of time
dissecting this incident, and they conclude that Jacob and
his sons were misogynistic men trying to control the
women, so Dinah, a free spirit, chose to have consensual
sex with Shechem and to live with him. This so outraged
the men that they took vengeance.

The Revised King James Bible reads that Shechem
“lay with her and violated her.” The King James Version
says that he “defiled” her. The Authorized Standard
Version, Revised Standard Version, and several others
translate the Hebrew to say that he “humbled” her. The
Amplified Bible reads that he “seized her, lay with her, and
humbled, defiled and disgraced her.” The New American

Standard Bible says he “took her and lay with her by force.”
One source, in an attempt to prove that it was not rape,

points out that the Hebrew verb translated as “humbled”
or “violated” can also mean “to subdue.” The verse would
then read, “Shechem . . . took her and lay with her and
subdued her.” This hardly makes the act sound consen-
sual!

Suffice it to say that the text is clear: Dinah was raped.
She may have sinned by leaving the camp. She may have
lusted to see a pagan festival with all its pageantry. She
may have even dressed or walked in an inappropriate
manner. But the fact remains that she was taken against
her will and violated.

After the rape, Shechem puts Dinah in his house (verse
26), probably under guard, and asks his father, Hamor, to
arrange a marriage. Verse 4 shows how “politely” this is
done: “So Shechem spoke to his father Hamor, saying, ‘Get
me this young woman as a wife’”—which sounds like a
young man accustomed to getting his own way.

Verse 5 relates that “Jacob heard that he [Shechem]
had defiled Dinah his daughter. Now his sons were with his
livestock in the field; so Jacob held his peace until they
came.” We do not know what Jacob thought at this point,
for he kept silent. His only daughter had been raped and
was now held “captive.” A thousand things must have
gone through his head, yet he said nothing. In light of this,
it is interesting to consider how the dynamics of Jacob’s
life have changed: Now he “kept his peace” until the sons
came home.

Hamor and Shechem soon visit Jacob to speak to him.
That the princes of the land humbled themselves to go to
the tents of the nomadic visitors implies that at least Hamor
knew that a wrong had been committed. Bible commenta-
tor Adam Clarke feels that Hamor did not have enough
people to overwhelm Jacob’s entourage, and thus he had
to negotiate.

Enter Dinah’s Brothers

News of this rape spread quickly. “The sons of Jacob came
in from the field when they heard it; and the men were
grieved and very angry, because he had done a disgraceful
thing in Israel by lying with Jacob’s daughter, a thing which
ought not to be done” (verse 7). Jacob was not known as
Israel (“Prince with God”) at this point, nor his people, so
though the text says that Shechem “had done a disgraceful
thing in Israel,” a more literal translation would be “against
Israel.” Thus, this crime against Dinah was also against
Jacob; it was an offense to the Prince of God. No small
thing!

“Hamor spoke with them, saying, ‘The soul of my son
Shechem longs for your daughter, please give her to him as
a wife’” (verse 8), and he urges them to intermarry with his
people. In verse 11, Shechem speaks to Jacob and her
brothers, saying, “Let me find favor in your eyes, and
whatever you say to me I will give.” Shechem, it seems,

ready answer The Rape of Dinah
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knows that he did wrong and feels a sense of responsibility.
While he does not apologize, he does ask for favor and
offers to make restitution.

What happens next is well known. As verse 13 relates,
“The sons of Jacob answered Shechem and Hamor his
father, and spoke deceitfully because he had defiled Dinah
their sister.” In verse 15, they lie to Hamor and Shechem,
telling them that if they and the men of the town are
circumcised, then Shechem can have Dinah.

The coming atrocities are justified with the words
“because he had defiled Dinah.” We do not know how
many of the brothers were in on the plot to coerce the men
of Shechem to be circumcised, but it appears that Simeon
and Levi took the lead. Three days after the men were
circumcised, Simeon and Levi “each took his sword and
came boldly upon the city and killed all the males” (verse 25).

Simeon and Levi, two of Dinah’s full brothers, break
from the pack here. Whereas previously the phrase “the
sons of Jacob” had appeared, these two are now singled
out for what they did. All of the brothers participated in
plundering the town (verse 27), but it was Simeon and Levi,
along with their servants most likely, who carried out the
murders of all the town’s males. God says, however, in
Deuteronomy 32:35, “Vengeance is Mine.” As God had
been working with Abraham and his descendants for
several hundred years by this point, Simeon and Levi
should have known better.

Who Is to Blame?

We will begin with Jacob. In Genesis 28:20-22, he made a
vow that, if God would be with him, he would return to
Bethel. Instead, however, after leaving Laban, he stops
first at Succoth for a time, then settles in Shechem, fifteen
miles short of Bethel. Perhaps he does not feel ready to go
to Bethel, which means “House of God,” because some of
his family still hold to their pagan gods. Perhaps he feels
that he knows best, and Shechem is a better spot (Bethel
is about a thousand feet higher in elevation than Shechem).

God allows him this latitude, but in the Rape of Dinah
and the subsequent murders, it is obvious that God wants
him to honor his promise to return to Bethel. Notice
Genesis 35:1: “God said to Jacob, ‘Arise, go up to Bethel
and dwell there.’” The first thing that Jacob says to his
family after being told this is to “put away the foreign gods
that are among you” (verse 2).

In Genesis 34:30, we see something else about Jacob:

Then Jacob said to Simeon and Levi, “You have
troubled me by making me obnoxious among the
inhabitants of the land, . . . and since I am few in
number, they will gather themselves together against
me and kill me. I shall be destroyed, my household and
I.” (Emphasis ours)

This verse does not put Jacob in the best light! He
appears to have been just a bit self-centered. At this point
in the story, he was not thinking in terms of Dinah’s best
interests, only of his own.

It seems that Jacob failed Dinah in several ways. He put
her outside Shechem where she should have never been.
He allowed continuing worship of pagan gods in his home.
He was concerned more with his personal honor and image
than that of his daughter. Moreover, he left it to his sons to
deal with this tragedy rather than taking a leadership role.

What about Leah? Where was she in all this? The Bible
is silent about her. Should she have known where her
thirteen-year-old daughter was? Maybe she did know;
perhaps she allowed her to go to Shechem unattended.
The pagan festival held there may have been familiar to
Leah, and she felt no threat from it or its attendees. An
ancient Jewish commentator on the Torah, Rashi, alleged
that “the daughter is like the mother,” managing to con-
demn both of them in his short comment. Notice that
Leah—the mother of six of the tribes of Israel, part of
Christ’s genealogy, a woman blessed in so many ways by
God—is blamed rather than any of the men.

Are Hamor and Shechem to blame? Certainly, Shechem
must take blame, as he raped a child, one in mind if not in
body. In some respects, despite being the perpetrator of a
dreadful crime, he comes off as somewhat honorable. He
is said to have loved her, he appears to be sorry, and he
offers to marry her and give the family a dowry.

Hamor’s role in this seems to be two-fold. He wants to
give his boy his desire, and he wants to accumulate more
wealth and power for himself. When he pitches the idea of
circumcision to the townsmen in Genesis 34:23, he says
“Will not their livestock, their property, and every animal of
theirs be ours?” Hamor means “ass” or “donkey,” so
make of it what you will.

Then there are the sons of Jacob, led by Simeon and
Levi, full brothers to Dinah. There is no excusing the
crimes that they committed, and they are subsequently
punished (see Genesis 49:5-7), a part of the saga that is a
story unto itself. They certainly share great blame.

What about Dinah? Was she a hussy? A shameless and
promiscuous girl? It is interesting that in this entire chapter
we never hear from her. Was the rest of her life ruined?
Did she have a child from this rape? Many interesting
theories have been suggested about the remainder of her life,
one of which is that she later married Job, and that the child
born from this rape was a girl, Asenath, who married Joseph.

My personal opinion is that she was in the wrong place
at the wrong time. However, she put herself in that
situation, so she does carry some blame for what hap-
pened. She does not deserve all of it, as the older commen-
taries have it, nor was she some sort of feminist out to
break the hold of her male-dominated world, as more
modern commentators try to make her.

We cannot know all that went on in this matter, but God
has given us a great deal of information about the various
players. As with most things in life, there is more to it than
what appears at first blush. There are layers to be peeled
back and meditated on. When examined from all angles,
we can see that none were truly innocent in the Rape of
Dinah, which is a lesson for us all.

—Mike Ford
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personal Living by Faith and God’s Grace

(continued from page 7)

character takes place during the sanctification process.
The New International Version renders Romans 10:17

as, “Consequently, faith comes from hearing the message,
and the message is heard through the word of Christ.”
Paul uses “faith,” one’s belief, in the sense of trust. At the
point of justification in a person’s spiritual life, faith is not
producing works; it is merely the mental activity of believ-
ing. The works come later as the sanctification process
begins and continues. This faith, this trust, has its founda-
tion in knowledge that God has supplied by enabling the
called person to reach the right conclusion, a conclusion
based in fact. His trust is therefore not blind; it is based,
not on speculation, but truth.

In Galatians 2:18, Paul shows that being justified by faith
does not lead to a life of sin. Being justified by faith indicates
a commitment in the mind of the justified to go forward,
building on the relationship by being established with Christ.
Verse 19 begins with the word “for,” indicating the reason
why the justified person will not return to the old way of life.
By faith, Paul understands the reason: As far as the law is
concerned, he is dead. His debt to it has been satisfied.

Verse 20 continues the thought. Like Christ died, the
“old man,” the carnal Paul, also died and was symbolically
buried in the waters of baptism. Also like Christ, he has
been raised from the dead—symbolically—from the wa-
ters of baptism. This is done for the sole reason that, by
means of the very faith of Christ that he has been given,
he would live life as Christ lived. The life Christ lived was
sinless. He did not break God’s laws, and that is the
objective of the new creation and salvation.

Romans 5:1-2 says further of justification and grace,
“Therefore, having been justified by faith, we have peace
with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom

also we have access by faith into this grace in which we
stand, and rejoice in hope of the glory of God.” Paul says
we are “in” grace; we stand within it. As used here, stand
indicates “to assume or to have a definite opinion, position,
or attitude; to be situated, have position or location.” He
means this spiritually, of course.

Now that we stand “in grace,” it is in contrast to where
we stood before: “in sin,” in death, in the world, and under
Satan. Paul was not the only apostle to say this, as Peter
writes similarly in I Peter 5:12, “. . . I have written to you
briefly, exhorting and testifying that this is the true grace
of God in which you stand.” These verses assure us that
because of God’s mercy, we are in a different spiritual
location than before He granted us grace.

In Acts 20:24, Luke records Paul’s strong determination
to do all that he could to remain in that beneficial location:
“But none of these things move me; nor do I count my life
dear to myself, so that I may finish my race with joy, and
the ministry which I receive from the Lord Jesus, to testify
to the gospel of the grace of God.” That we, too, are in a
different spiritual location is no small thing.

Grace is the single greatest gift ever given to us because
it has opened eternity to us. It came to us entirely unbidden
and when we were unknowingly at war against God. Grace
represents, not just forgiveness, but a multitude of
empowerments totally unearned and continuously bestowed
so that we might share the future with the One who gave
it. We must allow these truths to humble us, knowing full
well that we do not deserve it.

In Christian love,

prophecy watch Meet the Minor Prophets

(continued from page 10)

His second prophecy is more encouraging, refuting the
common notion that their Temple could not compare in
glory to the one Solomon had built. God reveals, “The glory
of this latter temple shall be greater than the former”
(Haggai 2:9), for this would be the Temple, refurbished and
beautified by Herod, to which His Son, Jesus Christ, would
come.

Haggai’s third prophecy is based on a principle of
God’s law that holiness cannot be transferred between
people, yet spiritual impurity can be. God uses this
principle to declare His people to be unclean, as well as
their works (Haggai 2:14). However, now that they had
repented and begun to work on the Temple again, God
would lift His curse on them for their disobedience (see

Haggai 1:5-11; 2:16-17) and bless them with bountiful
harvests.

The final prophecy, addressed to Zerubbabel, is in
reality a prophecy of the end-time Messiah, Jesus Christ,
and the governor of Judah stands as a type of God’s
greatest Servant. God promises the overthrow of king-
doms and great destruction, but “Zerubbabel My servant”
(Haggai 2:23) is to be made “like a signet ring,” a symbol
of great value and honor, representing the full authority
of the ruler. Such is Jesus Christ, King of kings and Lord
of lords (Revelation 19:16; see Matthew 28:18; I
Corinthians 15:24-25).

Part Four will conclude this brief introduction to the
Minor Prophets.

—Richard T. Ritenbaugh
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The Greatest Threat

As seen previously in this space, until recently the state of
Israel has enjoyed relatively stable relations with its

various neighbors (see “Israel’s New Crisis,” Forerunner,
July-August 2011). However, with the unrest that has swept
through the Middle East and North Africa since the “Arab
Spring,” noteworthy changes have occurred throughout
Israel’s periphery, causing it to reassess threats to its
security from all directions.

To the south in Egypt, there is a struggle for power
between the ruling military regime and the Muslim Brother-
hood. The peace treaty between Israel and Egypt has been a
cornerstone of national security for Israel, and the Egyptian
military is interested in keeping it intact. But as the Muslim
Brotherhood continues to gain clout, Israel is considering the
possibility of a hostile southern neighbor once again.

As the al-Assad regime in Syria continues to disintegrate,
and the possibility arises of it being replaced by Sunni
Islamists, Israel is growing concerned about how events will
play out. Up to this point, Israel has supported al-Assad,
preferring to deal with a leader more rational than the Sunni
Islamists who make up the majority of Syria. However,
Syria has become the new battleground in the proxy war
between the West and Iran. If the regime survives, Iran—
dedicated to Israel’s destruction—will have a solid swath of
influence from Afghanistan to the Mediterranean; if al-Assad
falls, his replacement will be something much more hostile
to Israel.

While Israel is not yet under direct military threat, the
shifts in geopolitics throughout the region are putting in-
creased pressure on the tiny Jewish state. Israeli leaders are
closely watching these threats, as well as recent foreign
policy changes in Jordan and Turkey and the ever-present
Palestinian intifada. However, the greatest threat to Israel is
off the radar of most.

The modern state of Israel is largely made up of descen-
dants of the ancient kingdom of Judah, which consisted of
the southern tribes of Judah, Benjamin, and Levi (known
collectively as Jews). After being warned repeatedly by God
through various prophets to return to Him, the southern
kingdom was conquered by the Babylonian empire and taken
into captivity. The Judean captivity in Babylon lasted for
seventy years (as foretold by Jeremiah 25:11-12; 29:10),
after which the Jews were allowed to return to the Promised
Land and rebuild the Temple.

Before her conquest by Babylon, Judah was a hotbed of
apostasy, and the sins of idolatry and Sabbath-breaking
were particularly grievous to God. The kingdom was a
multicultural society, more interested in the peoples and
cultures around them than the true religion of the Creator
God. There was great wealth but also great oppression.

Rather than turning to and relying on their God, the nation
sought security through political alliances and treaties. In
every way imaginable, Judah forgot Him—and He scattered
them as a result (Jeremiah 18:15-17). The greatest threat
to Judah was not the Babylonian, Assyrian, or Egyptian
empires but in forgetting the God who had established them
in the Land of Promise and who determined whether they
rose or fell.

There are significant parallels with the modern state of
Israel. Though God’s hand can be seen in its founding in
1948 (and survival during subsequent wars), it gives every
appearance of treading the same path as its ancient predeces-
sor. Israel today, rather than relying on God, depends on
treaties with its neighbors and support from powerful
patrons for security.

While there is not the same temptation today to follow
Ashtoreth, Molech, or the Baals, the majority of its citizens
also do not follow God. According to the Israel Central
Bureau of Statistics, in 2010, 42% of Israeli Jews identified
themselves as secular, and a further 25% claimed to be “non-
religious traditionalists.” A 2007 poll by the Israeli Democ-
racy Institute found that a mere 27% of Israeli Jews say that
they keep the Sabbath, and 53% said they do not keep it at
all. An estimated 10,000 Messianic Jews, as well as over
160,000 professing Christians live in Israel, but they face
determined (and occasionally physical) opposition to any
promotion of the Son of God because many religious Jews
view it as incitement to idolatry.

Secularism is a religion vacuum; something will fill the
void. It should not be surprising, then, that absent moral
underpinnings, some of the same sins of ancient Judah
are manifest. For example, a 2009 poll of Israelis by
AngusReidGlobal found that 61% believed that homosexuals
should be allowed to “marry”—one of the highest percent-
ages in the world. Tel Aviv hosts one of the world’s largest
“pride parades” every year, and in 2009, the Calgary Herald
named the city one of “the world’s most gay-friendly
places.”

As with the ancient kingdom of Judah, the state of Israel
faces many threats. History shows that, when the Israelites
were faithful to God, they were strong politically and
militarily, but when they forsook Him, He caused them to be
subjugated. Though millennia have passed between the
days of the kingdom of Judah and the present, the same
immutable laws are in effect. Israel today is not facing the
same military threats as ancient Judah, but the threat it
should be most concerned about is the one that caused the
decimation and captivity of its forbears: forgetting God.

—David C. Grabbe



Jesus Christ healed many blind people during His earthly ministry, and four of them are recorded in detail in the
gospels. Mark alone records Jesus’ miracle of healing the blind man from Bethsaida (Mark 8:22-26), which

happened not far from the scene of the feeding of the 5,000.

The blind man had been brought to Christ for healing by some friends or family. Before dealing with the man’s
blindness, Jesus separates the afflicted man from the crowd, taking him out of town away from the inhabitants. As
in another healing, He uses His spittle on the man’s eyes, and afterward, He commands the man not to tell others

what had transpired.

This miracle illustrates important spiritual truths. Although the man may still have been able to sense light, he
remained functionally blind. His blindness is a physical portrayal of spiritual or moral blindness, indicating one

who is incapable of discerning the spiritual and moral truths that are plain to those whom God has called.

Healing the Blind Man from Bethsaida

The Miracles of Jesus Christ

Bible Study

1. What aspect makes this miracle unique?
COMMENT: The healing of the blind man is unique in that it
occurs in stages rather than instantaneously. Granted, the man
born blind had to go to the pool of Siloam and wash his eyes
(John 9), but once he did, the healing was immediate (John 9:7).
Some sicknesses cannot be healed by degrees, requiring a
decisive blow to end them. The exorcising of a demon, for
example, must be accomplished entirely or else it is not expelled
at all (Mark 1:21-28; 5:1-20; 7:24-30; 9:14-29). A leper is still a
leper if the blemish remains (Mark 1:40-45; Luke 17:11-19).
However, blindness can be healed in stages: first a glimmer of
light, then more clarity, and finally perfect vision.
2. What is the spiritual significance of the blindness?
COMMENT: This healing by stages pictures the maturation
process of a believer’s spiritual understanding, the conver-
sion process each Christian experiences. Christ asks the blind
man “if he saw anything” (Mark 8:23), and he looks up,
indicating a natural first inclination toward the source of light
to discern images. The man’s reply, “I see men like trees,
walking” (verse 24), reveals that he had not been born blind.
However, he could not precisely discern the shape and mag-
nitude of the objects he recognized.

Christ’s method of healing here shows that our spiritual
enlightenment is a continuous process. At first, we cannot see
God’s truth clearly. Most of our spiritual blindness remains, but
as our faith, obedience, and growth develops, Jesus, “the author
and finisher of our faith” (Hebrews 12:2), increases the clarity
of our spiritual vision through the power of His Holy Spirit.
3. With the man’s sight restored, is Christ finished with His
miracle? Mark 8:24-25.
COMMENT: Jesus touches the man’s eyes again, and this time
his vision becomes completely clear. When ophthalmologists
restore vision surgically today, they allow their patients only
a glimmer of light at first so that the optic nerve can grow
accustomed to it before being exposed to the full light of day.

Christ’s significant double laying on of hands shows that
His disciples, though mostly still blind (Mark 8:16-18), have
begun to see. He would touch them again after His resurrection
(Luke 24:44-49), opening their eyes fully to His truth. The fully

restored sight proves that Jesus never leaves His work unfin-
ished and that He performs it with excellence, the sterling
attitude that should be present in all our actions and service
(Ecclesiastes 9:10).

The fact of healing is seen in the simple but strong decla-
ration, “He was restored.” The wording verifies that the man
was not born blind. The first exercise of his restored sight was
likely to look into Jesus’ face. Thus, spiritually, Christ is to be
one’s initial focus when God gives understanding.
4. Why does Christ place a restriction on the man after the
miracle? Mark 8:26.
COMMENT: He says, “Neither go into the town, nor tell anyone
in the town,” another command to keep quiet about the
miracle. This was not a universal prohibition but was limited
to Bethsaida. Why? Christ had done many mighty works there,
but the townspeople had rejected them in unbelief. As a
result, He had pronounced a woe upon them (Matthew 11:21).
In Jesus’ command to the healed man, Bethsaida received a mild
but significant judgment for not responding to His works.

Rejection of spiritual blessing causes loss of spiritual
privilege. If we do not want God in our lives, He will let us follow
our free will, and He will leave. Today, the descendants of the
ancient Israelites, who should know better, should beware as
their legislators and courts ban God from their nations. If they
continue to reject God, He will surely respond with a stern
rebuke. If that happens, woe to Jacob’s descendants!

We must all contemplate this judgment on Bethsaida and
on all those who fail to honor their spiritual privileges. It is
never too late to turn to God in repentance, even for apostate
Israel. Paul writes encouragingly:

For I do not desire, brethren, that you should be ignorant
of this mystery, lest you should be wise in your own
opinion, that blindness in part has happened to Israel
until the fullness of the Gentiles has come in. And so all
Israel will be saved, as it is written: “The Deliverer will
come out of Zion, and He will turn away ungodliness
from Jacob.” (Romans 11:25-26)

—Martin G. Collins
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