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About Joy of Living

For over 50 years Joy of Living has been effectively establishing individuals around the world in the sound, basic study of God’s Word.

Evangelical and interdenominational, Joy of Living reaches across denominational and cultural barriers, enriching lives through the simple, pure truths of God’s inspired Word, the Bible.

Studies are flexible, suited for both formal and informal meetings, as well as for personal study. Each lesson contains historical background, commentary, and a week’s worth of personal application questions, leading readers to discover fresh insights into God’s Word. Courses covering many books in both the Old and New Testaments are available. Selected courses are also available in several foreign languages. Contact the Joy of Living office for details.

Joy of Living Bible Studies was founded by Doris W. Greig in 1971 and has grown to include classes in nearly every state in the Union and many foreign countries.
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How to Use Joy of Living Materials 

This unique Bible study series may be used by people who know nothing about the Bible, as well as by more knowledgeable Christians. Each person is nurtured and discipled in God’s Word, and many develop a personal relationship with Jesus Christ as they study.

Joy of Living is based on the idea that each person needs to open the Bible and let God speak to them by His Holy Spirit, applying the Scripture’s message to their needs and opportunities, their family, church, job, community, and the world at large.

Only a Bible is needed for this study series. While commentaries may be helpful, it is not recommended that people consult them as they work through the daily study questions. It is most important to allow the Holy Spirit to lead them through the Bible passage and apply it to their hearts and lives. If desired, additional commentaries may be consulted after answering the questions on a particular passage.

The first lesson of a series includes an introduction to the study, plus the first week’s daily study questions. Some questions are simple, and some are deeper for those who are more advanced.
 The individual works through the Bible passages each day, praying and asking God’s guidance in applying the truth to their own life. (The next lesson will contain the commentary on the Bible passage being covered in the study questions.)

To Use in a Group Setting: 

After the daily personal study of the passage has been completed, the class gathers in a small group, where they pray together and discuss what they have written in response to the questions about the passage, clarifying problem areas and getting more insight into the passage. The small group/discussion leader helps the group focus on biblical truth, and not just on personal problems. The student is the only person who sees their own answers and shares only what they feel comfortable sharing.

After small groups meet for discussion and prayer, they often gather in a large group meeting where a teacher gives a brief lecture covering the essential teaching of the Bible passage that was studied during the prior week and discussed in the small groups. The teacher may clarify the passage and challenge class members to live a more committed daily life.

At home, the student begins the next lesson, which contains commentary notes on the prior week’s passage and questions on a new Scripture passage.
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Do You KNOW You Have Eternal Life?

Your condition…

For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. (Romans 3:23)

But your iniquities (sins) have separated you from your God. (Isaiah 59:2)

For the wages of sin is death. (Romans 6:23)

There is help…

For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. (1 Peter 3:18)

The gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Romans 6:23)

What do I do?…

Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out. (Acts 3:19)

Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved. (Acts 16:31)

You CAN know…

He who has the Son has life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have life. I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know that you have eternal life. (1 John 5:12-13)

If you would like to make the decision today to repent and trust Christ as your Savior, either for the first time or as a re-commitment of your life, you may want to pray a prayer similar to this one:

Lord Jesus, I admit that I am a sinner. Please forgive my sins. Thank You for dying on the cross for me, and for coming alive again. I accept Your gifts of forgiveness and eternal life. I place my life in Your hands. I want to be Yours forever. Thank you for loving me so much. 

In Your Name I pray, Amen
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Treasures from the Parables

Lesson 1
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Introduction to the Parables

According to Easton’s Bible Dictionary, a parable is, “…a comparison of earthly with heavenly things, ‘an earthly story with a heavenly meaning,’ as in the parables of our Lord.”
 In other words, in His parables Jesus gives examples of natural things that teach spiritual truths. 

Some people believe that Jesus used these every-day examples to help the common people understand what He was teaching. However, according to Matthew 13:10-16, when the disciples came to Him and asked, “Why do you speak to the people in parables?” Jesus replied, “Because the knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been given to you, but not to them. Whoever has will be given more, and they will have an abundance. Whoever does not have, even what they have will be taken from them.” 

He went on to say, “This is why I speak to them in parables: Though seeing, they do not see; though hearing, they do not hear or understand. In them is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah: ‘You will be ever hearing but never understanding; you will be ever seeing but never perceiving. For this people’s heart has become calloused; they hardly hear with their ears, and they have closed their eyes. Otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts and turn, and I would heal them.’ But blessed are your eyes because they see, and your ears because they hear.”

What did He mean? Well, first, He explained that the secrets of the kingdom had been given to them, to the disciples. In Mark 4:33-34 we learn how they received the understanding of these parables, “With many similar parables Jesus spoke the word to them, as much as they could understand. He did not say anything to them without using a parable. But when he was alone with his own disciples, he explained everything.”

Jesus Himself explained to them privately what His teaching meant. The same is true today for those who are Christians—those who have been born again
 by the Spirit of God. John 16:13 says, “But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all the truth.” And 1 Corinthians 2:14 says, “The person without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God but considers them foolishness, and cannot understand them because they are discerned only through the Spirit.” Just as the disciples had Jesus to teach them, the Lord has given His Holy Spirit to teach us. 

Next, we must remember that at that time, Jesus was speaking to God’s chosen people, the Jews and their religious leaders; the gospel message had not yet gone out to the Gentiles.
 Fifteen hundred years before the time Jesus was speaking, God had used Moses to lead the children of Israel out of Egypt. At that time they had entered into a special covenant with God, and they became a nation—a special nation set apart for the Lord. Romans 9:4-5 says of them, “…the people of Israel. Theirs is the adoption to sonship; theirs the divine glory, the covenants, the receiving of the law, the temple worship and the promises. Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human ancestry of the Messiah, who is God over all, forever praised! Amen.”

Throughout the intervening years there were times when the majority of the people and their leaders followed the Lord and His ways, but there were many more times when the people were in rebellion toward the Lord and worshiped false gods. Time and time again God had sent prophets to them, warning them; time and time again God had to discipline them. Of them the Lord said to Ezekiel, “Son of man, you are living among a rebellious people. They have eyes to see but do not see and ears to hear but do not hear, for they are a rebellious people” (Ezekiel 12:2).
Now here was the very Son of God, the Messiah, the One who had been promised, and God’s people did not recognize Him—because their hearts were “calloused” (Matthew 13:15)—they hardly heard with their ears, and they had closed their eyes. As a nation,
 they did not accept Him or His teaching, despite all the miracles He had done. Because they rejected the Son of God, even what they believed they had would be taken away from them. In 70 a.d., the Romans led by Titus burned Jerusalem to the ground and the temple was destroyed. The historian Josephus claimed that 1.1 million people were killed during the siege, of which a majority were Jewish, and that 97,000 were captured and enslaved.

We should feel humble and grateful that God, by His Holy Spirit, will teach us the truths in these parables, if our hearts are ready to hear and respond to what He has to say.

Things to Keep in Mind

There are a number of things to keep in mind as you work through this study:

· Consider that Jesus told the same or similar parables at different times and in different locations to different people. Sometimes He was making a different point; therefore, the parables would have different meanings. 

· Consider the setting, the culture, the audience, and the reason Jesus was saying what He said.

· Consider the symbolism that Jesus used. Often this takes an understanding of the culture.

Without understanding these things, you will probably look at the parable from the perspective of your own culture rather than from God’s perspective, and you may think the parable says something that it doesn’t actually say. 

The Order of the Parables

The parables in this course were selected by Ray Stedman and are not in chronological order. However, several are grouped by theme, while the others are stand-alone teachings.

· The course begins with a series of three parables from the Olivet discourse (The Faithful Servant, The Ten Virgins, and The Bags of Gold). These deal with prophetic matters concerning the last days and God’s will for people while they wait for the Lord’s return. 

· The next two lessons, which cover three parables (The Lost Sheep; The Lost Coin & the Lost Son), help us understand how God feels about those who are “lost,” and what He wants our attitude toward them to be.

· The parable “The Rich Man and Lazarus” teaches us just how critical it is that we pay attention to what God has said. Our eternity depends on it.

· The parable “A Kernel of Wheat” is what we might call a “mini-parable.” It addresses how life can spring forth from death.

· In the next parable (The Unmerciful Servant), our Lord deals with the importance of forgiveness, especially among those who belong to Him.

· In the final parable (The Wedding Banquet) we learn of God’s long-suffering and His great invitation, issued to both Jew and Gentile.

A Daily Appointment

Make a daily appointment with God. Find a quiet spot. Take your Bible and your study material with you. If you have a busy phone, you may have to turn it off! Remember how very important your appointment with God is, and make time to be with Him daily. Ask yourself the following things:

1.
How much time will I spend with the Lord each day?

2.
What do I need to put aside in order to spend this time with the Lord? (Examples: sleep, TV, emailing, web-browsing or online chatting, casual telephone conversations, etc. Each person will have to decide what his or her priorities are, and what can be removed from the daily schedule to make time to spend with God.)

3.
What is the best time for my appointment with God? 

4.
Where is the quietest place for me to pray and study? 

5.
Do I really want to spend time with God? (If your last answer is “yes,” God will bless you as you work out the time. If your last answer is “no,” pray that God will give you a desire, a hunger to spend this time with Him. He will do this for you!)

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Lesson 1 Commentary.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Lesson 1 commentary, “Introduction to the Parables,” or from your teacher’s lecture?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

In His parables, Jesus gives examples of natural things to teach spiritual truths. The parable we will study this week is the first of three parables in Matthew 24 and 25 that concern Christians as they wait for Jesus Christ’s return.

Second Day: Read Matthew 24:1-4, 27, 36-39.

The first parable we will study is found in Matthew 24:45-51. To help us understand it, we will begin by looking at some of the earlier verses in the chapter.

1.
a.
Not long before Jesus told this parable, His disciples had called His attention to the magnificence of the temple and its buildings. Instead of being amazed, Jesus informed them that one day the temple would be so completely demolished that there would not be one of the temple’s stones left standing on top of another. This was unexpected information. From Matthew 24:3, where did Jesus and the disciples go, and what question did they ask Him?

b.
In answering their question, what warning did Jesus give them in Matthew 24:4?

2.
In Matthew 24:5-26, Jesus warned the disciples of the terrible time to come. His followers would face persecution and many difficulties prior to His return. Then, in verse 27, how did Jesus describe His return?

3.
In Matthew 24:28-35, Jesus made it plain that His return was going to be very different from the first time He came when He was born as a baby. It would not be quiet or obscure, but would be obvious to all. What did He tell them about His return in Matthew 24:36?

4.
a.
From Matthew 24:37-39, describe what the time before the Lord returns will be like.

b.
Read Genesis 6:5-12, and describe what the human race was like during the days prior to the flood of Noah’s time.

5.
a.
Read 2 Peter 3:3-9. In the last days what will scoffers say? (verses 3-4)

b.
How is it that they forget about how the earth was formed and then destroyed during the days of Noah? (verses 5-7)

c.
Why hasn’t the Lord returned? (verses 8-9)

6.
Personal: No one knows exactly when Jesus will return. It may or may not be in your lifetime. One thing is certain, whether He returns in glory during your lifetime or not, you will face Him—either in life or in death. Are you ready? Do you know for certain that your sin is forgiven and you have eternal life? If you would like more information about this, see page 5.

Third Day: Read Matthew 24:42-51.

1.
Read Matthew 24:42-44. From verses 42 and 44, what actions is the believer to take and why?

2.
The intervening age—between the time our Lord uttered these words and the time He will return—is to be an age of unprecedented deceit, a time when it is easy to be fooled. Many will be attracted by the glamour of the phony, the glitter of the false. They will be drawn away by enticing siren voices that will lead down wrong paths and confuse many. So it is absolutely important that we understand what our Lord means when He tells us to “watch” and “be ready.” The parable in Matthew 24:45-51 is one of the ways the Lord used to teach us how to “watch” and how to “be ready.” From verse 45, what responsibility is given to the servant?

3.
Jesus portrays a household whose master is away, and the household is waiting for him to return. Remember, the Lord is using the natural to teach us something spiritual. He is referring to Himself as the master who goes on a journey. From the following verses, describe whom the household represents.

1Timothy 3:15 

Ephesians 2:19

4.
We see that the household in this parable is the church.
 In the parable, the master gave certain servants the responsibility of feeding the other servants of his household during the time of his absence. From the following verses, what do you learn about the food that the household of God—the church—needs?

Matthew 4:4

Hebrews 5:12-13

5.
a.
Challenge: We now see that in this parable, the food represents the Word of God. The servants are those who minister God’s Word to others. This does not mean only pastors, evangelists, or theologians. It includes also editors of magazines, Sunday school teachers, youth leaders, children’s Bible class teachers, even parents who teach their children. It is anyone who is in the position to teach another within the body of Christ, either formally or informally. From Colossians 3:16, what do you learn about who is teaching whom? 

b.
What are some opportunities a person might have to share what God has to say with others, in either a formal or an informal setting? 

6.
Personal: Will you ask God to give you opportunities to share His truth with others? 

Fourth Day: Review Matthew 24:45-51.

1.
There are two types of servants in this parable, the faithful and the unfaithful. From Matthew 24:45-47, what will be the outcome for the faithful servant? 

2.
From Matthew 24:48-49, describe the behavior of the unfaithful servant.

3.
From Matthew 24:50-51, what will be the outcome for the unfaithful servant?

4.
From the following verses, describe the teaching of these unfaithful servants.

2 Peter 2:1-3a

2 Peter 2:18-19

2 Timothy 3:13b

Jude 4 

5.
No matter who is teaching, each of us is responsible to seek and follow God’s truth. What do the following verses say about this?

Isaiah 8:20 

2 Timothy 3:14 -15

6.
Personal: Regardless of the teacher, do you check what they say with the Scriptures? Will you ask God to help you?

Fifth Day: 

Today we will learn more about the faithful servant who feeds God’s household.

1.
Read Ephesians 4:11-13, which names many different types of servants God has given to His church to “feed” believers from the Word of God. From verses 14-15, what does the teaching of a faithful servant accomplish?

2.
a.
Read 2 Timothy 2:24-25. Describe the Lord’s servant from verse 24.

b.
From verse 25, describe how the Lord’s servants should deal with those that oppose them, and to what end.

3.
From 2 Timothy 4:2, what should God’s servant always be prepared to do? How should it be done?

4.
From 1 Timothy 4:12b, what should God’s faithful servant do in addition to teaching His Word?

5.
Personal: Are you one who feeds the word of God to others? Do your life and teaching line up with what we have studied today? Perhaps you are one who is being fed. How do your teachers line up with what we learned today? How do you feel about this?

Sixth Day:

Many Christians fail to see the importance of reading, studying, and knowing the Word of God, not realizing that before they can share God’s Word with others, they must know it themselves.

1.
From 2 Timothy 2:15 and 1 Peter 2:2, how should a person prepare to teach God’s Word?

2.
a.
Read 2 Timothy 3:15-17. What are some things the Word of God is useful for? (verses 15-16)

b.
What will this accomplish in God’s servant?

3.
a.
Read James 1:22-25. From verse 22, what two things are we to do with the Word?

b.
From verses 23-25, what will be the result in our lives if we do?

4.
Personal: What about you? What do you do with God’s Word? Read? Study? Apply it to your life? Share its truth with others?

Treasures from the Parables

Lesson 2
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The Faithful Servant

Matthew 24:45-51

The parables are very exciting and challenging portions of Scripture. In a way they are like mystery novels; there is always something secret about them, something hidden; thus they are enticing, challenging. There are clues given in each of the parables to lead us to the meaning of it, stimulating us to investigate and discover a hidden truth, which will be a real treasure to us, one that will enrich our lives when we act upon it. 

We will begin with a series of three parables from our Lord’s teaching in connection with the great Olivet discourse, as recorded in Matthew 24 and 25. These three parables concern prophetic matters, especially matters concerning the last days and the time when Jesus Christ returns to earth, but from three different approaches.

The key note of Matthew 24 and 25 is that the intervening age—between the time our Lord spoke these words and the time He would come again—is to be an age of unprecedented deceit, a time when it is easy to be fooled, when many will be attracted by the glamour of the phony, the glitter of the false, and will be drawn away by enticing siren voices that will lead down wrong paths and confuse many. That is exactly what is happening today, and it is increasing as we draw near to the close of the age. So it is absolutely important that we understand what our Lord means in these parables.

All three parables are an amplification of one word, which our Lord gave to His disciples after He had outlined the course of future events. He said to them, “Watch!” That word is stressed throughout this whole passage. 

In Matthew 24:42 Jesus says, “Therefore keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord will come.” Also, in verse 44, “So you also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him.” And again in chapter 25, verse 13, “Therefore keep watch, because you do not know the day or the hour.” It is clear then that He is amplifying the word, “Watch!” It is a command Jesus gives to those that are waiting for His return. Through all the intervening centuries, no matter how long He may delay, He commands us to “Watch!” These three parables are extremely important to us because they tell us what it means to watch.

There have been, in the course of the centuries, two extremes of interpretation of what our Lord meant when He said, “Watch!”—

· There have been those who took it very seriously. They studied the signs of the Lord’s return, which are brought out in predictive passages in both the New Testament and the Old. They became so involved that they actually set dates for the return of Jesus Christ. Sometimes they even sold their homes and property, put on white robes, and went out on hilltops to wait for the Lord to return. He did not come, of course, and they were disappointed and tried to explain their mistake by intricate interpretations of Scripture. But that is an extreme and wrong interpretation of what “Watch!” means. Our Lord did not mean that we are to be standing forever gazing up into the heavens.

· Another extreme interpretation of “Watch!” is to come to the conclusion that we cannot know the time of the Lord’s return, and therefore there is no use to worry about it—“Forget it! Just go on living life as you like until He returns. If He returns, then He returns. You can worry about it then. In the meantime, go on living as you please regardless of whether He is returning or not.” That really is to live as though He were not returning at all. 

The Lord gave us these parables in order for us to understand what it really means to “watch.” Therefore when He tells us to “watch,” He means we are to involve ourselves in the activities brought out in these three parables. If we do not understand the parables, we will not watch the way He tells us to. And if we do not watch, we will be deceived. 

The Parable of the Household

Let us take the first parable, found in Matthew 24:45-51—

Who then is the faithful and wise servant, whom the master has put in charge of the servants in his household to give them their food at the proper time? It will be good for that servant whose master finds him doing so when he returns. Truly I tell you, he will put him in charge of all his possessions. But suppose that servant is wicked and says to himself, “My master is staying away a long time,” and he then begins to beat his fellow servants and to eat and drink with drunkards. The master of that servant will come on a day when he does not expect him and at an hour he is not aware of. He will cut him to pieces and assign him a place with the hypocrites, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 

The Household

Here is a household whose master is away and the household is waiting for him to return. The master has appointed a certain servant and given him responsibility during the time of his absence.

The only activity mentioned is that of feeding the household. This servant has the primary and important task of feeding the household at the proper time. The household must eat, or they can do nothing else. If they do not eat, they will not survive. They can do nothing else until they have established their health and strength by eating.

It is obvious that this situation fits us as believers. The household represents the church, as it says in 1 Timothy 3:15, “…in God’s household, which is the church of the living God.”

The Food

The food represents the Word of God, which is intended to feed the people of God. Jesus said so Himself. When the devil came and tempted Him to turn the stones into bread, He said, “Man shall not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God” (Matthew 4:4). The Word of God is truth. It is the unveiling of reality. It is the revelation of the way things really are. 

Peter urges us to “crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation” (1 Peter 2:2). There is a certain quality about the Word of God that is like milk to a baby—it feeds and establishes spiritual life. Paul mentions the “solid food” of the Word (Hebrews 5:12,14). That food is something that the more mature Christian can ponder. There is strength to be derived from it. It is absolutely essential and fundamental to spiritual growth and to understanding life.

Many Christians are confused about the need to study the Word. They think of it as an option, or as something to do if you are especially religious. But that is not what it is for at all. It is for those who want to know God and grow spiritually. The Word of God is the revelation of who God is and what He is like. It reveals the way things are—in life, in death, in the spiritual realm, in the physical universe, as well as in the world of ideas and thoughts, and in the social life of humanity. It touches everything. You never can understand life and reality unless you know and understand what the Word of God has to say. 

The Servants

The servant represents those who are appointed to teach within the church. This does not only mean pastors, evangelists, or theologians. It includes Sunday school teachers, youth leaders, Bible study leaders, and parents who teach their children at home. It is anyone who is in the position of teaching another within the body of Christ.

In this parable you will notice that the Lord takes note of two kinds of servants: the faithful and the unfaithful. The faithful are those who feed, continually and plentifully, the ones entrusted to their care. Jesus says, “It will be good for that servant whose master finds him doing so when he returns” (Matthew 24:46). First Corinthians 4:2 tells us, “Now it is required that those who have been given a trust must prove faithful.” This servant was given the responsibility, the trust, of feeding the other servants. To be deemed a faithful servant, it was necessary for them to fulfill that duty. 

What about the unfaithful servant? This is the one who fails to feed the household of God. The Lord tells us what happens. The servant has his own agenda, and he begins to lord it over the other servants, and to beat and abuse them. He indulges his own appetites to extremes, and eats and drinks with the drunken. When the master returns, he finds the servant failing in his primary task. The servant is condemned and sent to a place of frustration and eternal defiance against the will of God. There, people weep out of a sense of lost opportunity, and gnash their teeth in defiance of God.

All of this underscores the importance of feeding yourself on the Word, which will enable you to feed others. In order to teach the Word of God, one must first know the Word of God. This then is an essential aspect of “watching”—to feed and be fed by the Word of God.

What Does God’s Word Accomplish?

What does the Word of God accomplish that makes it so absolutely, fundamentally, necessary? 
First, the Word of God reveals Jesus Christ. It is through the Word of God that we are given the faith to believe who Jesus Christ is and what He accomplished on the cross on our behalf so that we may be born again by His Spirit (see Romans 10:17; 1 Peter 1:23; John 3:3-6). If it does nothing else than that, it has achieved its major task. It is not to give us information, primarily; it is to help us to see a Person, the Lord Jesus. As the opening words of Hebrews puts it, “In the past God spoke to our ancestors through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son” (Hebrews 1:1-2a).

What the Son says to us is the ultimate revelation of life. To see the Son, through the Word, is to find your heart attracted to Him, this spotless Son of God, in all the magnificence of His strength and greatness. That is the Bible’s primary purpose. When you read it, read it for that. Read it to find Christ, because He is on every page of the Old and the New Testaments. The Bible is all about Jesus Christ—and this is what eternal life is all about, knowing Him (see 1 John 5:20; John 17:3).

Second, the Word makes possible increasing self-understanding, and therefore knowledge of and guidance for yourself. James says the Word is a mirror: when you stand in front of it, you will see yourself (see James 1:23-25). There is no other book in the world that will do this. There may be helpful insights in psychology and psychiatry, but the Bible goes much further than any of these; it truly helps you understand yourself. Hebrews 4:12 says, “For the word of God is alive and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.” 

Third, the Word will change you and direct you so that you will make a difference—your life will count. Second Timothy 3:16-17 says, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.” God will use the Word in your life to change you and equip you, so that your life will be worth the living, something worthwhile. John 10:10 says, “I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.” In the Word of God we discover what real living is all about.

Fourth, the Bible explains the cause and cure of family, social, and world problems. You cannot understand what is going on in your family life, your social life, and in all the problems that are before us in international affairs, unless you see it from God’s viewpoint, the viewpoint of the Bible. The Bible gives us a worldview that fits all the symptoms. It explains them logically and reasonably, and offers the only possible remedy for them. It gives not only the cause, but also the cure, so that no one need any longer be a part of the problem, but may become a part of the solution. 

The Bible tells us plainly that the problem is humanity and our sinful nature. It tells us that we all sin and fall short of perfection (see Romans 3:23). James 4:1-3 says, “What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you? You desire but do not have, so you kill. You covet but you cannot get what you want, so you quarrel and fight. You do not have because you do not ask God. When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.” The only remedy is Jesus’ death on the cross. By faith in this, our sin is forgiven, and we are given a new life in Christ Jesus. Our old sinful nature is dead. Galatians 2:20 says, “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I now live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.”

That is the beginning. Then as we grow in the grace and knowledge of God, we become both salt and light in this sin-darkened world. We are salt in the sense that we act as a preservative, stopping the spread of evil and adding flavor to the lives of others. We are light in the sense that we can share God’s truth with others in order that they, too, may come to know the Savior, Jesus Christ.

Fifth, the Bible gives specific answers to many questions on life and death. Are there other beings in the universe? The Bible answers that (see Ephesians 3:10; Romans 8:38). What happens after death? Who hasn’t asked that question? The Bible can answer it (see John 14:2-3; Philippians 1:21-23). What happens to a society that lets down the barriers and allows everyone to do what is right in their own eyes? The Bible can tell you (see Judges 17:7—21:25), and it is unquestionably true. How did sin and death enter the world? Why is there so much suffering? (See Romans 5:12; Genesis 3:1-19.) Oh, the many questions that are answered in the Word.

Six, the Word reveals the future and the past. It goes back to the origin of the universe and of humanity, and then looks onward to the end of history and tells us what the final pattern of events will be. No other book can do that; there is no other source of knowledge like that.

Finally, seventh, the Word protects from unknown dangers. When we know what God says in the Bible and we live in obedience to what He says, we are protected from dangers so vast that we can’t begin to comprehend—demonic assault and oppression, the occult, hidden temptations, and many dangers of the unknown. We may not know the nature of those dangers or even of their existence, yet obedience to God’s Word will cause us to avoid them and be protected from them. Psalm 119:105 says, “Your word is a lamp for my feet, a light on my path.”

We See the Results

A Christian who learns to feed on the Word becomes stable, alive, and vital. Whenever a church takes the Word of God seriously, you will always find it to be alive, extremely vital, changing the society around it.

Sadly, however, the church in many places has grown incredibly weak. Instead of changing the society around us for good, we have become like the society in which we live. Many churches are made up of people who are constantly at one another’s throats, quarreling, self-indulgent, immoral. Why?

The Word of God puts its finger right on it! “Brothers and sisters, I could not address you as people who live by the Spirit but as people who are still worldly —mere infants in Christ. I gave you milk, not solid food, for you were not yet ready for it. Indeed, you are still not ready. You are still worldly. For since there is jealousy and quarreling among you, are you not worldly?” (1 Corinthians 3:1-3a). These people are immature; they have not been properly fed. They need the milk of the Word of God. And why haven’t they been fed? It is because those who have been given the responsibility have been unfaithful. All too often they not only neglect teaching the truth of the Word, they begin to misuse, for their own benefit, those whom they are responsible for. This is usually because they no longer believe they will be accountable to the Lord when they face Him at His return. That is what Jesus says: “But suppose that servant is wicked and says to himself, ‘My master is staying away a long time,’ and he then begins to beat his fellow servants” (Matthew 24:48-49). 

When there is no longer belief in Jesus’ return and our accountability to Him, there is no longer incentive to feed the people. And there are many negative results for the believers who are not being fed. 

· First, there is no inner strength or nourishment for the human spirit. There is no vital contact with God. There is no personal, individual knowledge of the Lord Jesus, and therefore, there is no inner strength in life.

· Second, there is ignorance of self. They do not understand themselves; they cannot. They don’t understand why they do the things they do. They haven’t learned how to be set free from the sin and guilt that holds them captive. They have no concept of what makes life worth living. This creates a tremendous demand for self-knowledge. Psychiatry and other sciences try to work in these areas and quite honestly try to help, but can help only to a degree. People turn to these empty cisterns of human help to find the self-knowledge they are lacking because they do not know what God, who created them, says about them in His Word. Second Peter 1:3 says, “His divine power has given us everything we need for a godly life through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness.” 

· Third, there is no power to live godly lives. Instead there is division, quarreling, and fighting with one another. They don’t understand the fruit of the spirit (see Galatians 5:22-25). They don’t know that it can only blossom in the life of believers as they remain in the Lord and allow His Word to remain and work in them (see John 15:4ff). 

· Fourth, there are world conditions that baffle and depress them. Numerous Christians are absolutely baffled by the conditions taking place in the world. They do not know what God has said. They do not realize that everything is moving according to God’s schedule.

· Fifth, there are no answers to the eternal questions they ask. Death is a frightening thing. They do not know where to turn when they face it. They don’t know that Jesus said to His followers, “Do not let your hearts be troubled. You believe in God; believe also in me. My Father’s house has many rooms; if that were not so, would I have told you that I am going there to prepare a place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am. You know the way to the place where I am going” (John 14:1-4).

· Sixth, there are widespread delusions about the past and the future. They seize upon any semi-reasonable sounding explanation of where people came from, regardless of whether it lines up with facts or not. They don’t know or choose not to believe that God said He created the heavens and the earth (see Genesis 1:1). They leap upon hopeful dreams of the future that are not based upon the stark reality of human evil. Again, they either do not know or reject what God has said in 2 Peter 3:10-13, “But the day of the Lord will come like a thief. The heavens will disappear with a roar; the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything done in it will be laid bare. Since everything will be destroyed in this way, what kind of people ought you to be? You ought to live holy and godly lives as you look forward to the day of God and speed its coming. That day will bring about the destruction of the heavens by fire, and the elements will melt in the heat. But in keeping with his promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, where righteousness dwells.”

· Seventh, there are dark powers that move in to take over and possess the spirits of these people. More and more widely in our day we are finding this taking place. They either don’t know or refuse to listen to God’s direction in the Bible that would keep them from these evils.

How to “Watch”

Now what is our Lord saying to the believer, the Christian? Well, He is saying that if you are going to watch for His coming, if you are truly going to be ready to meet Him face to face, whether through death or through His glorious return, the first essential is that you must know the Word of God. You must read and learn and study and seek to know Him. 

How well do you know the Word of God? Even in churches with a reputation for knowing and teaching the Bible, there is still much biblical illiteracy. There are people who do not know anything about the Bible at all, because they don’t bother to read and study it for themselves.

I want to ask you to measure yourself by three tests which are given in Hebrews 5:11-14, by which you can check yourself as to how much you know of Scripture. I am not going to ask you how far it is from Bethlehem to Jerusalem, and I do not care how many kings there were in Israel, or how many in Judah. Those are not the important questions. But here are the three things that will test you.

· First, can you tell the difference between right and wrong, especially when right looks wrong, and wrong looks right? Have you learned how to use Scripture in order to tell the difference?

· Second, can you translate Scripture into right conduct? Have you learned how to apply what you read to your own life, so that it changes you and you end up doing the right instead of the wrong?

· Third, can you teach others? Are you able to help someone else? Or have you been a Christian for many years, yet you still do not know how to teach anyone else, since you still need to be taught the first principles of the Word of God?

These are the ultimate tests. They are very important, because if you are not on the way to these goals, then you do not have much of a chance to stand in these days of deceit. 

We are living in a time in history when we are flooded with more pressure to accept false ideas than we have ever had before. Widespread delusions are abounding based on philosophies that are basically, fundamentally wrong. Yet people are accepting them with the utmost gullibility. 

You will never be able to stand against this flood of deceit unless you know what God says in His Word, the Bible. If you do not know the Word, you will be sucked in—you will not be able to stand. Are you willing to commit yourself to the principles for which Jesus Christ stands? Is your heart saying, “I’m going to learn the Scriptures; I’m going to study and know the Bible”? That will take resolve on your part, and it will take continuing exposure to the Word, both publicly and in private. Embarking upon this study is a great first step.

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Lesson 2 Commentary.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Lesson 2 commentary, “The Faithful Servant,” covering Matthew 24:45-51, or from your teacher’s lecture?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

The parable we will study this week is the second of three parables in Matthew 24 and 25 that concern Christians as they wait for Jesus Christ’s return. 

Second Day: Read Matthew 25:1-13, concentrating on verses 1-12.

The wedding in this parable is a first century Jewish wedding, and the customs were different than they are today. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary explains, “Normally the bridegroom with some close friends left his home to go to the bride’s home, where there were various ceremonies, followed by a procession through the streets—after nightfall—to his home. The ten virgins may be bridesmaids who have been assisting the bride; and they expect to meet the groom as he comes from the bride’s house…though this is uncertain. Everyone in the procession was expected to carry his or her own torch [lamp]. Those without a torch [lamp] would be assumed to be party crashers or even brigands.”
 

1.
Jesus was explaining to His followers what it would be like prior to His return. From Matthew 25:1, to what does Jesus compare the kingdom of heaven at that time (the time before His return)?

2.
In Matthew 25:2-4, some of the virgins were wise and some were foolish. What was the difference between the two groups?

3.
When the bridegroom was delayed, what did the virgins do? (Matthew 25:5)

4.
When the watchman called out that the bridegroom was on his way, the virgins woke up and trimmed their lamps. What problem did the foolish ones have, and how did the wise ones suggest they solve it? (Matthew 25:6-9)

5.
From Matthew 25:10-12, what was the result of their foolishness?

6.
Personal: Have you ever missed out on something because you weren’t prepared? How did you feel about it?

Third Day: Review Matthew 25:1-13. 

1.
The virgins went out to meet the bridegroom. From the following verses, whom does the bridegroom (the future husband) represent?

Matthew 9:14-15

John 3:27-30

2 Corinthians 11:2

Ephesians 5:25-32

Revelation 19:7-8 

2.
The Lord Jesus is the bridegroom, and the virgins are those who are waiting for Him. Unfortunately, there are some who say they are Christians, but they don’t want Him to return yet. They say things like, “But I want to get to do_______,” or, “I want to experience __________.” Instead of living for the Lord, eager to see Him, they want to plan out their own lives. What does James 4:14-15 say regarding your life and the future?

3.
Read Titus 2:13. How does the Apostle Paul refer to the return of the Lord?

4.
Personal: Are you eagerly waiting for Him? How do you honestly feel about His return?

Fourth Day: Review Matthew 25:1-13, concentrating on verses 1-4.

Remember, in a parable the Lord uses natural things to teach a spiritual truth.

1.
Each of the virgins took a lamp with them. The purpose of a lamp is to give light, for use when it becomes dark. From each of the following verses, what do you learn about light?

Psalm 119:130

Proverbs 6:23a

2 Corinthians 4:6

Ephesians 5:13a

2.
The lamp—or light—is used throughout Scripture as a symbol of knowledge or understanding. We use it the same way today. We say, “I’d like a little more light on this subject,” meaning “I need more knowledge of it, or a little more understanding.” Read Proverbs 1:7a. What is the first step for gaining true knowledge?
 

3.
Read Proverbs 2:1-6 and describe what our attitude and actions should be as we seek knowledge and understanding.

4.
What does Proverbs 2:10b say regarding knowledge?

5.
Personal: What is some truth or knowledge from God’s Word that has become pleasant to your soul?

Fifth Day: Review Matthew 25:1-13, concentrating on verses 3-4.

The wise virgins took extra oil for their lamps; the foolish virgins didn’t.

1.
Oil, throughout the Scriptures, is commonly used as a type or picture of the Holy Spirit. In the book of Zechariah, the prophet was given a vision of two olive trees standing, one on each side of a lampstand, and the oil from the olive trees dripped into a bowl on top of the lampstand. It was the oil, constantly flowing down, which caused the lamps on the lampstand to burn. Zechariah was told that the oil symbolized the Spirit of God (see Zechariah 4:6). Read Ephesians 1:13. What do you learn about who has God’s Holy Spirit?

2.
The “Advocate” is another name for the Holy Spirit. According to John 14:26, what will the Holy Spirit do for the Lord’s followers?

3.
a.
Read John 16:7b-13. What does the Holy Spirit prove the world to be in the wrong about? In other words, what does He convict them of? (verses 7b-11)

b.
What does He do for the Lord’s followers? (verses 12-13)

4.
a.
Read 1 Corinthians 2:11-14. What is one of the reasons we have been given God’s Spirit? (verses 11-13)

b.
How does the person without God’s Spirit view the truth of God’s Word? Why? (verse 14)

5.
Personal: God has given us teachers and preachers to equip us (see Ephesians 4:11-12); however, it is the Holy Spirit who gives us the spiritual understanding of what they are teaching (see 1 John 2:27). He is the oil that ignites the lamp of understanding. Why don’t you take a moment and thank the Lord for the truth that He has taught to you? 

Sixth Day: Review Matthew 25:5-13, concentrating on verses 12-13. 

1.
When the foolish virgins tried to enter the wedding banquet late, what did the bridegroom say to them? (Matthew 25:12)

2.
a.
All the virgins had been waiting, but the key to entering was whether or not the bridegroom knew them. The absence of oil for their lamps proved that they were unknown to him. Read Matthew 7:21-23. From verse 21, who will enter the kingdom of heaven?

b.
Although these people may have done many good deeds in Jesus’ name, what does He say about His relationship to them? (verses 22-23)

3.
Read Matthew 7:24-27. What is the difference between the wise and the foolish man?

4.
a.
Jesus is not speaking of doing good works to gain eternal life. Read John 6:28-29. What is the work that God requires?

b.
Read 1 Timothy 1:16. What is the result of doing this “work”?

c.
Read John 17:3. What is eternal life?

5.
Personal: It is quite possible for us to know many things about Christianity, but not know the Christ of Christianity, and never really let Him make any changes in our hearts or lives. As we have seen in this week’s questions, when we put our faith in Him and what He did on the cross, we are sealed with His Holy Spirit, who reveals to us God’s truth, gives us understanding of what He has said as we read and study His Word, and enables us to respond with an attitude of trust and obedience. Then, in the hours of darkness and trial, the Holy Spirit will hold us steady and our light will shine brightly. We will know and be known by Him. Are you wise or foolish?

Treasures from the Parables

Lesson 3
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The Ten Virgins

Matthew 25:1-13 

We have begun to look at a series of three parables from our Lord’s teaching in connection with the great Olivet discourse, as recorded in Matthew 24 and 25. These three parables concern prophetic matters, especially matters concerning the last days and the time when Jesus Christ returns to earth, but from three different approaches. In each of these parables the Lord clearly indicates that His second coming is going to be long delayed. 

There are some who teach that Jesus was mistaken about the time of His return. They say that the Scriptures indicate that He was to come back immediately, and that all the early Christians expected Him to return promptly because that is what He Himself said. These teachers tell us that Jesus was obviously mistaken about the time of His return, so they reject completely His whole teaching concerning His return, on the basis that He was mistaken about its timing—but Jesus did not teach an immediate return. He clearly indicated, not only by implication and indirect statement as in this parable, but also very specifically (see Matthew 24), that it would be a long time before His return. 

In the previous parable of the household He taught the same thing. The servant says to himself, “My master is staying away a long time” (Matthew 24:48). In the next parable we will study, the parable of the bags of gold, we will find it expressed even more clearly: “After a long time” (Matthew 25:19) the master returned to settle accounts with his servants. Jesus clearly taught that it would be a long time before His return to earth.

These three parables reveal the attitudes and activities of those who are waiting for His return. When our Lord told these parables, He knew that He would soon be going away, and knowing there would be an intervening period of time before He returned, He gave the command: “Therefore keep watch, because you do not know the day or the hour” (Matthew 25:13). These parables are intended to instruct us and teach us what it means to watch. In the last lesson, in the parable about the household that was waiting for its absent lord, we saw that watching involves understanding and obeying the Word of God. 

One of the exciting things about parables is to discover hidden truths by means of the clues that are given. In this lesson we will look at the parable about ten virgins waiting for the coming of the bridegroom. The bride is not referred to at all, and the absent bridegroom is only mentioned incidentally. It is upon the ten virgins who are waiting for the bridegroom that our Lord focuses. It is from them we are to learn our lesson. The experience of the ten virgins is described for us in Matthew 25:1-6:

At that time the kingdom of heaven will be like ten virgins who took their lamps and went out to meet the bridegroom. Five of them were foolish and five were wise. The foolish ones took their lamps but did not take any oil with them. The wise ones, however, took oil in jars along with their lamps. The bridegroom was a long time in coming, and they all became drowsy and fell asleep. At midnight the cry rang out: “Here’s the bridegroom! Come out to meet him!”

The wedding in this parable is a first century Jewish wedding, and the customs were different than they are today. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary explains, “Normally the bridegroom with some close friends left his home to go to the bride’s home, where there were various ceremonies, followed by a procession through the streets—after nightfall—to his home. The ten virgins may be bridesmaids who have been assisting the bride; and they expect to meet the groom as he comes from the bride’s house…though this is uncertain. Everyone in the procession was expected to carry his or her own torch [lamp]. Those without a torch [lamp] would be assumed to be party crashers or even brigands.”
 

Notice, first of all, that there is a division among these ten. They fall into two groups: five were wise, and five were foolish. The first question therefore that immediately confronts us is, “What makes the difference?” In what way are five wise and the other five foolish? You can see immediately that there were certain very similar things about all ten of them. They all had lamps, so that is not the ground of division. Also, they all had a measure of oil in their lamps
 when they started, so it is not that. Further, they all were expecting the bridegroom’s coming; they all had a sense of expectation. Also, when he was delayed, they all went to sleep. None of these mark the grounds of division. 

The Virgins Fell Asleep

We will learn something significant, however, from the fact that all ten virgins fell asleep while waiting for the bridegroom. Some who read this parable misinterpret it, and say that they were wrong—these girls should never have slept. They liken it to Christians who forget about the coming of the Lord, lose all interest in His appearing, and get involved in life’s matters. But there is nothing in this story to indicate that it was wrong for these girls to sleep; nothing negative is said to them or about them for sleeping. It was a perfectly natural thing for them to do. After all, it was night, and since it was a festive occasion they could not do any work; there is no reason why they should not sleep. They were simply waiting for the bridegroom to appear, and, when he was delayed, it was only natural for them to catch a few winks while waiting. They evidently placed some kind of a watch to arouse them when the bridegroom did appear, for this is what happened. Our Lord never indicates any blame toward these girls because they slept. The foolish slept, and the wise slept as well. We must be careful, when interpreting these stories, not to read into them things that are not implied.

It is, perhaps, suggestive that our Lord records that they all slept. This indicates that when He said “watch,” He clearly did not mean that we are to do nothing but think about His return. This underscores the fact that watching involves doing perfectly normal things while waiting. Work needs to be done. Babies must be changed. Buses must operate. Banks have to be run. Schools must be operated, and studies engaged in. Hospitals have to be open. All types of activities must go on. There is nothing wrong with this. To be involved in the natural normal affairs of life does not mean that you have stopped waiting for the Lord’s return. 

But now, according to the story, at midnight came a cry, “Here’s the bridegroom! Come out to meet him!” (Matthew 25:6). That immediately plunges us into the rest of the story,

Then all the virgins woke up and trimmed their lamps. The foolish ones said to the wise, “Give us some of your oil; our lamps are going out.”

“No,” they replied, “there may not be enough for both us and you. Instead, go to those who sell oil and buy some for yourselves.” But while they were on their way to buy the oil, the bridegroom arrived. The virgins who were ready went in with him to the wedding banquet. And the door was shut. Later the others also came. “Lord, Lord,” they said, “open the door for us!” But he replied, “Truly I tell you, I don’t know you.” Therefore keep watch, because you do not know the day or the hour. (Matthew 25:7-13)

It is evident that the crucial difference between the wise and the foolish lay in the fact that the wise had extra oil. They all had a measure of oil in their lamps to begin with, but the wise took along an extra supply. That is what made it possible for them to endure the delay of the bridegroom.

Light Is Absolutely Necessary

The lamp—or light—is used throughout Scripture as a symbol of knowledge or understanding. We use it the same way today. We say, “I’d like a little more light on this subject,” meaning “I need more knowledge of it.” So in this parable, if we apply this to ourselves, we can see how truly it fits. Many people in our culture have a certain degree of light about our Lord’s return and its relation to the course of history. In that respect we have light amid the darkness of the age in which we live. We know more than those who do not understand this truth. We know there is a purpose to history, and that it is all going to end according to God’s schedule. 

Surely that is the crucial point, is it not? The whole parable hangs on this one thing: All ten had some light, but five, the wise, had a deeper resource of light—an extra supply of oil. Without a light these maidens could not get into the marriage feast. Our Lord does not say why, but it is clear that without a light they would not be admitted. 

These virgins all had to have a measure of oil. The oil supplied light, and therefore it was absolutely essential that each one have an adequate supply of oil; otherwise their light would go out. It is also clear from this account that they could not borrow another’s supply. When the bridegroom was nearing and their lights began to flicker from lack of oil, the foolish said to the wise, “Give us some of your oil; our lamps are going out” (Matthew 25:8). But the wise said, “No…there may not be enough for both us and you. Instead, go to those who sell oil and buy some for yourselves” (verse 9). But it was too late. By the time the foolish returned, the door was shut, and they were met by this word of the Lord’s: “I don’t know you” (verse 12)—and, of course, weddings are no place for strangers.

There are some who feel the Lord is very unfair here, that He should have let these girls in—after all, they, too, were earnestly, sincerely, waiting for the bridegroom’s return, and the fact that they did not have enough oil was hardly their fault, for they did not realize that He was going to be delayed; therefore He ought to have let them in. But we must be careful, when we read these parables, not to read them from our limited point of view. The Lord is right in all He says; He always is. He knows what He is talking about. We therefore must not challenge His appraisal of a situation, but seek to understand what He is saying. 

Therefore when He excludes these five foolish ones, we must seek seriously His reason for doing so. He says He never knew them; they were strangers to Him. They never were a part of the true family, waiting for the bridegroom. We must understand what it is, then, which rendered them strangers. As we have already seen, it centers on this matter of the oil.

Oil Pictures the Holy Spirit

Oil, throughout the Scriptures, is commonly used as a type or picture of the Holy Spirit. In the book of Zechariah, the prophet was given a vision of two olive trees standing, one on each side of a lampstand, and the oil from the olive trees dripped into a bowl on top of the lampstand. It was the oil, constantly flowing down, which caused the lamps on the lampstand to burn. Zechariah was told that the oil symbolized the Spirit of God. It is here we have that great quotation which is frequently heard, although very few people realize where it is from. Zechariah was told, “‘Not by might nor by power, but by my Spirit,’ says the Lord Almighty” (Zechariah 4:6b). The oil is a picture of the power of the Holy Spirit, which keeps the light of knowledge and truth burning brightly.

There is a ministry of the Holy Spirit to the minds and hearts of those who are not yet born again. To begin with, He convicts them of sin (see John 16:7-11). He also enlightens them to some degree as they hear someone preaching or teaching, or as they read the Bible. They may gain a surface understanding of truths such as the death, resurrection, and return of the Lord. However, until they are born of God’s Spirit and come into a personal knowledge of the One whom the truth reveals, the Lord Jesus Christ, the things of God will be mere foolishness to them (see 1 Corinthians 2:14).

On the other hand, the person who accepts Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior is born again by God’s Holy Spirit, who marks them as belonging to God and who teaches them the things of God (see 2 Corinthians 1:22; Ephesians 1:13). In John 14:26 we are promised, “The Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you.” And in John 16:13 we are told, “When he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all the truth. He will not speak on his own; he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come.” 

The reason we study the Bible is not merely to learn what God is going to do with the world, or to understand our own psychological make-up; it is rather that we might come to understand and to know personally, in a day-by-day living relationship, the Lord Jesus Christ, who has come, by the Holy Spirit, to live within each of us who have accepted Him as Lord and Savior. He, of course, is the extra flask of oil hidden away inside. Those who have the Holy Spirit do not look any different than anyone else. No one sees the Holy Spirit there. But, when the hour of testing comes, when the pressures come, their light does not go out, because it is fueled by the Holy Spirit. They will hold to the truth and maintain it. Their light will shine in the midst of the darkness.

This is what we have in this parable. The oil is the ministry of the Holy Spirit. The overall picture in this parable is that of a group of people who are living in the time between Jesus’ first coming and His second. They are very much like any group of those who call themselves Christians, probably like the people in the church you attend. This group of people is waiting for the return of Jesus Christ. There are certain wise ones among them who have a supply of oil, a supply adequate to give them light in whatever darkness may come—that is, they have the Holy Spirit who strengthens them and gives them the understanding of God and what He is doing that will enable them to handle whatever test may come. Their light shines brightly.

But there are also some among them who are foolish. They have been coming to church week after week, but lack an adequate supply of oil. They have heard the truth, but have never really accepted Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior and been born of God’s Spirit. When darkness comes—when trials and difficulties come—they will fall away. Their lamps flicker and go out.

Standing in the Hour of Testing

As the days become more critical, as error becomes more believable and is more widespread, as truth becomes more obscured and more despised, it is only if the truth has actually gripped you, and you are held by the Holy Spirit, that will you be able to stand in the hour of testing. The wise have oil—the Holy Spirit—for the crisis hour. When the hard test comes and the pressures are on, their lights do not flicker and go out in darkness. They do not give up—or give in! The truth is not forsaken, but they cling to it even more closely. When the final summons comes, their light has not gone out, and they are ready to enter in. 

It is quite possible for us to know many things about Christianity, but not know the Christ of Christianity and never really let Him make any changes in our hearts or lives. I know many like this. They can quote Scripture by the yard. They know the doctrines and they are acquainted with the Bible, but their homes are no different than others around. They live on the same basis as the world, and they judge by the same values. There is no real difference in their lives. Their reasons for doing things are exactly the reasons others have who are not Christians. It is these our Lord is describing as the foolish. They will never stand the test.

So, in this parable what does our Lord mean by watching? We are to anticipate His return, and while we are waiting, going about the normal activities of life, we must be prepared for the times of darkness that will come. To do this we must have our supply of oil—we must be born again by His Spirit and completely give control of our life, our will, to the Lord Jesus Christ. Then we are to know His Word. The knowledge of the Word must go deeper than the surface. As we read and study the Word, we must allow the Holy Spirit to teach us, and we must respond with an attitude of trust and obedience of the heart. Then, in the hours of darkness and trial, the Holy Spirit will hold us steady and our light will shine brightly. 

Are you wise? Or foolish?

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Lesson 3 Commentary.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Lesson 3 commentary, “The Ten Virgins,” covering Matthew 25:1-13, or from your teacher’s lecture?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

The familiar parable of the bags of gold (or “talents” in some translations) is the third in the series our Lord gave His disciples at the close of His great Olivet discourse. These parables are to instruct His followers how they should conduct themselves as they wait for His return.

Second Day: Read Matthew 25:14-30.

1.
In this parable, where is the man going? (verse 14a)

2.
a.
From verses 14b-19, do you think the servants expect the man to return?

b.
Do you think they know exactly when He will return?

c.
What does verse 19a say about how long the journey was?

d.
Do you think the servants had expected him to return immediately?

3.
a.
Read John 14:2-3. Jesus is speaking to His followers. In verse 2, where did He say He was going?

b. What promise did He give in verse 3?

4.
Challenge: From the following verses, what else is Jesus doing on our behalf while He is away?

Romans 8:34

Hebrews 7:25

5.
Personal: Have you considered what Jesus is doing right now on your behalf? Write a note to Him, telling Him how you feel about this.

Third Day: Review Matthew 25:14-30.

1.
a.
From Matthew 25:14b, what did the man entrust to His servants?

b.
Did what was entrusted to them belong to them?

2.
He gave each of his servants a different amount. What was the basis for determining how much each would receive? (Matthew 25:15a)

3.
After making this distribution, what did the man do? (Matthew 25:15b)

4.
From Matthew 25:16-18, what did each of the servants do after their master departed?

5.
Personal: What are your personal thoughts on the behavior of each of these men? How do you deal with your responsibilities at work, at home, and at church?

Fourth Day: Review Matthew 25:14-30.

1.
From Matthew 25:19, what did the master do when he returned?

2.
From Matthew 25:20-21, what was the master’s response to the report of the servant who had been given five bags of gold, and why?

3.
From Matthew 25:22-23, what was the master’s response to the report of the servant who had been given two bags of gold, and why?

4.
a.
Review Matthew 25:24-27. What did the servant that had only been given one bag of gold do with it? (verse 25)

b.
What reason did he give for his behavior? (verse 24)

c.
How did the master respond to him in verses 26-27?

d.
Challenge: Based on what that servant said and did, do you believe he actually knew what type of person the master was?

5.
Personal: What do you think about this master? Do you think he was fair? Why or why not?

Fifth Day Review Matthew 25:14-30. 

As we have learned, each bag of gold (or “talent” in some translations) was money, and it did not belong to the servants; it belonged to the master. 

1.
From Matthew 25:28, what happened to the gold that the last servant had buried and then returned to the master?

2.
What principle is given in Matthew 25:29?

3.
From Matthew 25:30, what ultimately happened to that servant?

4.
You can see that this is a matter of life and death—of salvation. Read Ephesians 2:8-9. How does one obtain salvation?

5.
Personal: We will discover more about the meaning of this parable as we continue, but are you certain that you have been saved, that you have eternal life? In Ephesians 2:8-9, you learned that salvation is not through works but by faith. If you are certain that you are saved, share with the class or with a friend when and how this took place. If you would like to know more about how to make certain, please turn to page 5. 

Sixth Day: Review Matthew 25:14-30. 

As we have learned, the bags of gold (or “talents” in some Bible versions) belong to the master, not to the servants. They are entrusted to the servants based on natural ability. The servant can risk (or use) them to benefit the master (not the servant).

1.
a.
Having certain natural gifts within you, you seek for opportunities to exercise them. However, these opportunities are not something you can create—rather, they are something God determines. God gives these opportunities to us—just as the master in this parable gave bags of gold to his servants—according to each one’s ability. Read Matthew 6:33a. What are we to seek?

b.
Read Galatians 2:19. Whom are we to live for? 

2.
Read Ephesians 5:16. What do you learn about the opportunities we are given?

3.
The servants in this parable were given a responsibility, a trust. What do you learn about a trust from 1 Corinthians 4:2?

4.
Living for the Lord means keeping our eyes—our minds—on Him and His kingdom, and taking advantage of every opportunity to serve Him and to share His truth with others (see Colossians 3:1-2). In contrast, how do many people—even those who say they are Christians, but are not—live? Read Philippians 3:18-20.

5.
Some may feel that the Lord is very harsh with the third servant, but consider the opportunity that was given to him—the opportunity to be reborn, the opportunity to be redeemed.
 It was the opportunity to risk his life in commitment to the Lord Jesus. One supreme risk was possible to this servant, and it was possible all during the time of his master’s absence. What do you learn about this from Mark 8:35?

6.
Personal: God gives us opportunities, first to accept Jesus Christ as our Savior (see page 5), then to put aside our worldly desires and live our lives for Him. Remember it is not what great things you do for Him, but whether you are faithful with the opportunities He gives you according to the abilities you have. Whom are you living for? Does your life reflect this? 

Treasures from the Parables

Lesson 4
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The Bags of Gold

Matthew 25:14-30
The familiar parable of the bags of gold (or “talents” in some translations) is the third in the series our Lord gave His disciples at the close of His great Olivet discourse. After outlining the course of events from the time of His first coming, through the destruction of Jerusalem under the Roman armies, and through the turbulent movements that would flow through the intervening age before He would come again, He closes with a word of admonition contained in one word, watch. To expound what that word means, He has given us these parables. They describe what it means to be watching for His return.

It does not mean gazing up into the sky, or holding continuous prayer meetings dressed in white robes, or selling all your property, or not being involved in life. But it does involve three specific things.

First, the parable of the household urges us to feed upon the Word of God. That is the primary responsibility of the body of Christ, to feed itself and thus maintain its strength and health. If we do not feed upon the Word of God we are blind, and we will succumb to the illusions of the age in which we live.

Second, the parable of the ten virgins teaches that we need God’s Spirit to seal, or mark, us as His own, to teach us what God’s Word means, and to help us act upon what He says. We need the oil of the Holy Spirit, in order that our lamp of testimony might burn brightly in the darkness of this age. Without His ministry within us and to us there can be no true watching for His return.

Third, we come to the parable of the bags of gold. This adds yet another element in what it means to watch. The story is introduced for us in Matthew 25:14-18,

Again, it will be like a man going on a journey, who called his servants and entrusted his wealth to them. To one he gave five bags of gold, to another two bags, and to another one bag, each according to his ability. Then he went on his journey. The man who had received five bags of gold went at once and put his money to work and gained five bags more. So also, the one with two bags of gold gained two more. But the man who had received one bag went off, dug a hole in the ground and hid his master’s money.

It is evident even this early in the story that we have the same basic pattern as in the other two parables. There is a master who is absent, and there are certain ones waiting for the return of their absent lord. Again, this is a parable addressed to us. We are waiting for the return of Jesus Christ to earth. We are like these servants, who are waiting for the return of their master. This parable, then, is intended to instruct us during that time.

Now, the central question in the parable is: what do these bags of gold represent? 

What This Parable Does Not Teach

I should like to dispose immediately of certain rather shallow ideas that have gathered around this parable. Since in many translations the master is said to distribute “talents” to his servants, there are some who take the word talent as referring to the natural gifts that each of us possess. They say the teaching of this parable is that we are to use our talents for the Lord’s sake. But if you read the parable that way, you are being misled by the modern use of the word talent. Talent, to us, means a natural ability to do something. You may have a talent for singing, or for organizing, or for leading, or for playing sports. 

But that is not what talent means here. In biblical times a talent meant a weight of money, a considerable weight.
 So the man, when he went away, distributed money among his servants, a considerable amount. Now the bags of gold represent something definite in our lives, but they do not represent our natural ability. When they spoke of a many-talented man in Bible days, they did not mean someone with great natural gifts; they meant somebody very rich. To put your talents to work meant you invested your money.

There are also certain ones who read this parable as though it referred to the Christian’s use of his time, in order to determine what reward will belong to them when the Lord returns. But that is not the issue here. You only have to read the last verse of the story to see that this is not the case. It is not a matter of reward for Christians, but it is a matter of life and death. It is a matter of salvation, as Matthew 25:30 clearly indicates. The last word of the Lord concerning the man with only one bag of gold is, “And throw that worthless servant outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” In other words, he is eternally lost. So the parable is not dealing with the rewards of Christians, but with the eternal destiny of men and women.

Four Clues

That brings us to the central question: “What are the bags of gold?” There are four clues that will help us. The first one is quite obvious, “Again, it will be like a man going on a journey, who called his servants and entrusted his wealth to them” (Matthew 25:14). The lord in the story is representative of our Lord who has gone away. Before he went, he distributed “his wealth.” Thus the bags of gold represent something that belongs to God, not to people. It is not something we have; it is something He owns and distributes among people according to His will. That is the first clue. Anything we feel this means will have to be tested against that requirement. It must be something that belongs to God, not to people.

The second clue is found in the next verse: “To one he gave five bags of gold, to another two bags, and to another one bag, each according to his ability” (Matthew 25:15a). That last phrase, “each according to his ability,” is the clue. The property that belongs to God is given to us on the basis of our natural abilities. It is on the basis, in other words, of our natural gifts. The bags of gold, then, do not represent these natural gifts. They are something that is related to them, but they are not the same thing. They are something that is given on the basis of the fact that you have certain natural abilities, natural gifts.

The third clue is implied in the whole story. It is not stated directly, but it is clearly implied. It is that these bags of gold are something the lord gave in order that they might be invested. They are something that can be risked, something that can be ventured. These servants were to put them to work earning more. Thus the bags of gold represent in our lives something that is God’s property, given to us on the basis of natural gifts, which can be put to work, invested, risked.

Now we have one more clue, and it is related to the last one. It is clear from this story that the investment of the bags of gold is made on behalf of the absent lord, not the servant. It is something the servant risks to benefit the absent lord. The servant takes the risk; the benefit will belong to the lord. The servant is expected to do this without deducting any broker’s fee for the risk taken.

Well, what is the answer? Here we have the clues: 

· It is something that is God’s property, not ours.

· It is something distributed to each of us who profess to be Christians on the basis of the natural abilities we have.

· It is something we can risk.

· It is something we risk not for our benefit, but for the Lord’s benefit.

Let me put it this way. Having certain natural gifts within you, what are you going to do with them, once you have discovered them? Having found that you have certain gifts, what then do you seek? Opportunity to exercise them. You are looking for the opportunity to put your gifts to work. 

But, have you discovered that those opportunities are not something you can create—rather, that they are something God determines? Who of us has not talked about the “lucky breaks” we have had in order to show our abilities, give us a chance, etc? Those lucky breaks, as we call them, are God-given opportunities. If we think that we engineer them, how many of us can also remember the times we have experienced what we call “bad breaks,” when we thought we had an opportunity right at hand, but it slipped through our fingers and disappeared? So it is apparent that these opportunities do not belong to us, but to God. They are His property given to us.

Now, if we have proceeded accurately here, we will see that the bags of gold represent the opportunities that come to us, as professing Christians, to invest and utilize the natural abilities that God has given us, not on our behalf, but for Christ’s sake. Those opportunities are the bags of gold. They are moments of fateful decision, when we are confronted with the question of whether we are willing to invest our life and risk the loss of something we want, in order that God may have something He wants. 

Our Opportunities and Decisions

Who has not faced such a question at one time or another? Perhaps you did when you had to decide, “What will I do with my life? What am I going to do with myself? What am I going to live for? To what purpose is my life to be put?”

Imagine a young person facing the question, “Should I accept the challenge to become a social worker down in the slums and help the underprivileged for the sake of Jesus Christ, or should I pursue my plan to be a rich lawyer and have all the luxury that goes with wealth?” That is a huge moment of opportunity, is it not? Most of us are not confronted with such a dramatic choice.

Perhaps the question that may come to you is, “Should I take Tuesday evenings to lead a home Bible group that will make demands upon me in terms of study and of giving of myself to propagate the truth of God, or should I go on spending Tuesday evenings with my friends bowling?” I am not implying that bowling is wrong, but the question is, “How will I invest my time?” 

That is the kind of decision we are talking about. It may come on moral issues. You may right now be battling the issue, “Should I yield to this situation in which I find myself, where I can indulge my passions and please a certain someone and myself? Or should I be faithful to what I’ve been taught about sexual matters, and resist this temptation and honor Christ?” That is the kind of an opportunity, a “bag of gold,” that the Lord is talking about. “Should I accept this new job with its better salary, but also its insistence that I get involved in rather questionable ethics? Or should I pass it by and be content with the old car and the furniture we have now?”

Whatever the decision may be, this is what Jesus is referring to. These opportunities to invest your life for His sake or to save it for yourself are God-given opportunities which He provides. In that fateful moment we hang between the will of God and the will of Satan. It is a moment of crisis and decision. 

The Time of Accounting

Now, our Lord goes on to show that a time of accounting must come:

After a long time the master of those servants returned and settled accounts with them. The man who had received five bags of gold brought the other five. “Master,” he said, “you entrusted me with five bags of gold. See, I have gained five more.” His master replied, “Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share your master’s happiness.” 

(Matthew 25:19-21)

This first man has made a 100% return on the opportunities given to him. Here is a person who made full use of his opportunities to risk himself for the Lord’s sake. In other words, he put first the kingdom of God and His righteousness (see Matthew 6:33). He risked himself. He took the chance that he might never have the prominence or the influence or the power that he could have had, but instead he deliberately invested his life to give God what He wants—the binding up of the broken-hearted, the healing of the sick, the delivering of the captives, the setting free of those who were bound (see Isaiah 61:1; Luke 4:18). As a result of this investing of himself, he won five more bags of gold.

Now what are these additional bags of gold? Well, if the first bags of gold are opportunities to use natural gifts for Christ’s sake, then the additional bags of gold must likewise be opportunities, but opportunities on a higher level—not on the physical and natural level, but on the spiritual level. These are opportunities to use the spiritual gifts that are given to us as redeemed men and women, given without exception to each and every Christian. It is the use of these gifts that translates in your life into impact and power on behalf of Jesus Christ.

To this man the master said, “Well done, good and faithful servant!” (Matthew 25:21). I know there is a common idea that every Christian will hear Jesus say, “Well done,” when he or she gets to glory. I don’t believe it. I do not think the Lord Jesus says “Well done,” unless it has been well done. The Scriptures make clear that there is the possibility that though we may be in heaven with the Lord by virtue of His saving life and death, we may do so as those who are “saved…as one escaping through the flames” (1 Corinthians 3:15), having lost much of the possibilities and potential of our lives. To that person the Lord will not say, “Well done, good and faithful servant!”

But in the parable He says, “Well done,” and then He says, “Come and share your master’s happiness” (Matthew 25:23). What is that happiness? Hebrews 12:2b says of Jesus, “For the joy set before him he endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.” What is that joy, “the joy set before him”? It is the joy of satisfying the heart of God. It is the joy of enduring blood, sweat, and tears, in order that our Loved One may have His heart’s desire. It is the joy of presenting a redeemed world to the Father. “Come and share your master’s happiness” is not merely a moment of happiness. This happiness is eternal joy—it never loses its glory. This servant enters into a joy that lasts forever. 

The Key Is Faithfulness

Now, take the next man,

The man with two bags of gold also came. “Master,” he said, “you entrusted me with two bags of gold; see, I have gained two more.” His master replied, “Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share your master’s happiness!” 


(Matthew 25:22-23)

This man only gained two bags of gold. Is that 50%? No, that too is 100%. He gained as much, proportionately, as the one who had five to begin with. He is not as gifted as the other man, but he is equally committed, equally faithful. He has used his opportunities to the full. He has risked himself for the cause of Jesus Christ. To that man likewise the Lord says, “Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share your master’s happiness!” There is not one syllable of difference between what He says to the man with two bags of gold and what He says to the man with five. 

We may think of Billy Graham and his great worldwide ministry, and the many gifts God gave him. We tend to think that when the day of reward and accounting comes, the Lord will say to a man like that, “Well done, enter in, I will put you in charge of many things.” But for us, whom no one ever hears of, we will never hear words like that. But it is not so. On that day there will be some of whom no one has ever heard, who will be equal with the prominent servants of God in the rewards they receive.

The Opportunity to Be Redeemed

But now we come to the third man, and the heart of the parable:

Then the man who had received one bag of gold came. “Master,” he said, “I knew that you are a hard man, harvesting where you have not sown and gathering where you have not scattered seed. So I was afraid and went out and hid your gold in the ground. See, here is what belongs to you.” His master replied, “You wicked, lazy servant! So you knew that I harvest where I have not sown and gather where I have not scattered seed? Well then, you should have put my money on deposit with the bankers, so that when I returned I would have received it back with interest. So take the bag of gold from him and give it to the one who has ten bags. For whoever has will be given more, and they will have an abundance. Whoever does not have, even what they have will be taken from them. And throw that worthless servant outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” (Matthew 25:24-30)

Some may feel that the Lord is very harsh with this man, who at least had a sense of responsibility to see that his master got back what He had given him. But the key to this parable is contained in verse 29, “For whoever has will be given more, and they will have an abundance. Whoever does not have, even what they have will be taken from them.” What does Jesus mean by that? 

This is a revelation of the basic purpose of life. God puts people into the world in order that they may increase, may grow. If life does not increase and grow, it is not life; it is dead already. This is true of the plants in your yard. It is true of the animals. It is true of you and me, as human beings, both physically and spiritually. If there is no increase, no growth, then there is no reason to exist. And redemption is essential to the process of growth in a person. How can you grow and fulfill your humanity unless you grow in the totality of your being—body, soul, and spirit? And that is only possible to those who know Jesus Christ. It is He who makes possible the fulfillment of God’s intention for humanity.

This reveals to us the character of the one bag of gold that is given to this servant. It is the opportunity to be reborn, the opportunity to be redeemed. That is the bag of gold given to anyone who comes under the hearing of the gospel, who in any sense becomes related to the Lord Jesus Christ as an outwardly professing Christian. He or she is given the opportunity to risk their life in commitment to the Lord Jesus. One supreme risk was possible to this servant, and it was possible all during the time of his master’s absence. But how did this man treat it? He buried it. That means he put it out of his sight. He did not want to look at it. He did not want to honestly face the demands of that opportunity. He buried it in the ground and rejected it.

Then he prepared a little speech to justify it all when the Lord returned. He says to him, in effect, “Look. When it all boils down to final things, it’s your fault. I knew you, knew the kind of man you are. You’re a hard, grasping individual. You expect people to do your dirty work for you, but you get all the benefits. You are unreasonable in your demands. If people don’t come through with what you expect, you blame them for it. But I’ve outwitted you. I’ve got exactly what you gave me. Here it is. You and I are even.”

Now, notice what the master says. He does not argue. He does not debate his own character with the man; he takes him at his own appraisal. Notice that verse 26 ends in a question mark, and that is proper: “You wicked, lazy servant! So you knew that I harvest where I have not sown and gather where I have not scattered seed?” He is not agreeing with the man. He is simply saying, “Is that what you thought of me? All right. Then, why didn’t you act on that basis? If you thought that that is the kind of man I am, then surely you would know that not to invest this money at all would hardly be pleasing to me. If you really wanted to be pleasing to me—in other words, if you really wanted to be the servant you call yourself—then why didn’t you at least put the money in the bank and let me have the interest when I returned?”

In those words, the Lord makes clear the real problem. The trouble is, this man did not intend to be a servant. He was not at all interested in his master’s interests; he was interested in his own. He was taking the role of a servant, but he was unwilling to fulfill it. He was pretending to be what he was not. When the Lord returned, He simply revealed the hypocrisy of the servant. Therefore He is justified in what He says, “Throw that worthless servant outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matthew 25:30). The servant is a phony, and he is so revealed.

The Final Message

Now, what is the final message of this to us? It is not only that we must be honest in grasping that one great opportunity that comes to any who sit under the hearing of the gospel—to invest our life, to risk it for Christ’s sake. He is also saying to us, to those with five bags of gold, or two bags—risk them! Live dangerously! Venture! Put your opportunities to work for My sake. Do not bottle up your life and try to hang on to it; lose it for Christ’s sake. Give it up.

I believe that we are facing times that demand this kind of living. The whole fabric of society is deteriorating before our very eyes. Forces of violence, unreason, and riot are taking over, and law and order seems to be able to do little about it. What does it mean?

Well, it means that the church, the salt in a community, is not acting as salt. It is trying to withdraw from life. It is not involving itself. It is contenting itself with having a way to heaven, and letting the rest of the world go to hell. As a result, life begins to crumble all around. I believe we have reached a time when the necessity of taking a risk, as our Lord sets forth here, is clearly before us all. What do you do with your opportunities? For whom are you living today? For your own interests? Or are you ready to risk something for Christ’s sake?

We have reached the time when God is shaking us down, when we have to be real. We cannot go on playing church. We must be what God says we are and what we claim to be. That means that we must be involved in God’s program, risking ourselves for His name’s sake.

That is the story of the New Testament, is it not? With what joy these early disciples risked themselves! As Hebrews 10:34 put it, they “joyfully accepted the confiscation of [their] property,” in order that the cause of Jesus Christ might be advanced.

Your local body of believers is in need of teachers and counselors, those who will spend time and effort in reaching out and loving the lost ones. It is in need of money for missions, for projects, for pressing programs. It is in need of the commitment of time, effort, and prayers. 

We need to be salt to arrest corruption. We need to put to work the gifts of the Spirit which are widely abundant among believers, and yet which are not being used.

Wake up and begin to discover the excitement of living as God intended life to be lived, and not wasting it on merely material ends. Put life back into focus, back into the perspective that Scripture gives. Here is the appeal of our Lord—Are you waiting for My return? Then what are you ready to risk for My name’s sake?

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Lesson 4 Commentary.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Lesson 4 commentary, “The Bags of Gold,” covering Matthew 25:14-30, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you choose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

We live in an increasingly pagan world, in which Bible-believing and Bible-trusting Christians are a minority. The Lord gave us three parables in Luke 15 to help us know how He feels about those who are “lost,” and what He wants our attitude toward them to be. These are parables of lost things, and they grew out of an incident when the Lord was surrounded by a crowd made up of tax collectors and sinners. They were listening eagerly to what He had to say. They even invited Him home to dinner, and He accepted. 

Second Day: Read Luke 15:1-7.

1.
a.
From Luke 15:1a, who were gathered around Jesus?

b.
For what purpose were they gathered? (Luke 15:1b)

2.
What problem did the Pharisees and the teachers of the law have with this? (Luke 15:2)

3.
The Romans, who controlled the territory of Israel in Jesus’ day, had adopted the very cruel but efficient method of “farming out” taxes. The right to collect taxes for a particular region would be auctioned every few years for a value that (in theory) approximated the tax available for collection in that region. Each tax collection officer, trying to collect that amount and more, extorted more than his share from those under him, and thus added to the Jewish hatred of these tax collectors.
 Read Matthew 9:9-11. What problem did the Pharisees have with Jesus on this occasion?

4.
What do you learn from Psalm 1:1?

5.
Personal: You may be able to understand why the Pharisees were upset with Jesus. You may even have a hard time understanding His actions yourself. As we continue to look at the parables, will you ask God’s Spirit to open your heart and mind, so that you will truly understand what the Lord is saying to us, in both the Old Testament and the New Testament? Whom do you identify with in today’s passage? Why?

Third Day: Review Luke 15:1-7. 

The Pharisees and the teachers of the law objected very strenuously to our Lord’s fellowshipping with these “tax collectors and sinners.” In their self-righteous egotism, they muttered against Him. To answer this charge, our Lord gave three parables to illustrate the joy in the heart of God when someone who was lost is found. 

1.
In Luke 15:3-7, what does Jesus ask His listeners to imagine they are?

2.
What problem arose for the shepherd? (Luke 15:4a)

3.
What did the shepherd do about it? (Luke 15:4b)

4.
According to The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, “The ‘open country’ was a safe place to leave the sheep…though they would have to be left in someone’s care.”
 What did the shepherd do when he found the sheep? (Luke 15:5-6)

5.
Personal: Have you ever lost something of value to you? What did you do? Did you find it? If you did, how did you feel? 

Fourth Day: Review Luke 15:1-7. 

There is something unusual about sheep. Unlike other animals, they do not often deliberately run away. A dog, pig, or cow that wants to be free, given a chance, will leave, just like that. But sheep do not. They just drift away without realizing it, going from one blade of grass to another. 

1.
What do you learn about people from Isaiah 53:6a?

2.
What did the psalmist say to the Lord in Psalm 119:176?

3.
From 1 Peter 2:25a, to what does the Apostle Peter compare Christians before they came to the Lord?

4.
Personal: Have you ever felt like a lost sheep, not knowing how you managed to get into the situation you were in? Perhaps you feel that way right now. At any time you can call to the Lord, as David did. Jesus knows just where you are. He forgives, and He knows just how to help.

5.
Personal: Have you ever considered that all people are like sheep going their own way instead of God’s way? Are you currently seeking to go your own way or God’s way? 

Fifth Day: Review Luke 15:1-7.

1.
a.
Read John 10:11. How does Jesus refer to Himself in this verse?

b.
How committed is the good shepherd to the sheep?

2.
a.
Read Psalm 23. When we accept Jesus Christ as Savior (see page 5), He carries us home to His flock, and He is our shepherd. When the Lord is our shepherd, what do we lack? (Psalm 23:1)

b.
Challenge. From Psalm 23:2-3, what does He provide, and what does that mean to you? 

c.
Why don’t we have to fear any type of evil? (Psalm 23:4-5)

d.
How long will His goodness and love be with us? (Psalm 23:6a)

e.
Where will our final dwelling place be? (Psalm 23:6b)

3.
Personal: If you are a believer, how do you feel knowing that Jesus Christ is your good shepherd? If you would like, list some of the blessings the Good Shepherd has given you. 

Sixth Day: Review Luke 15:1-7. 

1.
The shepherd rejoiced over the lost sheep that was found. What does the Lord compare this to in Luke 15:7?

2.
a.
Jesus is not calling the Pharisees righteous, as some have believed. He is explaining a spiritual truth. Read Romans 3:22-24. From verse 23, who has sinned? 

b.
How is a person made righteous, or justified? (Romans 3:22,24) 

3.
Read Zephaniah 3:17. How does the Lord feel about His people?

4.
Personal: Have you ever considered that God rejoices over you? How does this make you feel? 

5.
Personal: It is important for us to look at all that God says about an issue to understand what He means. Read 2 Corinthians 6:14, which warns against being closely associated with those who are not believers, and 1 Corinthians 5:9-13, which speaks about how we could no longer live in the world if we stayed completely away from those who live in an unrighteous manner. Jesus went to dinner with tax collectors and sinners in order that they might repent, not just to “hang out” with them. Our goal should be to live in a way that honors the Lord and points others to Jesus Christ. Do you look for opportunities to share your faith? If you would like, tell about a time you told someone about God’s love for them.

Treasures from the Parables

Lesson 5
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The Lost Sheep

Luke 15:1-7

Did you know that you are a member of a persecuted minority? Professing Christians were once the majority in our country. Not too long ago more people were attending church than not. But no longer. Church attendance and interest are diminishing over time. Of course, true Christians never were the majority. They never have been, and never will be—at least, until the Lord returns—and they never need to be. The character of Christian life is not that God wins His battles by majority vote. He wins them by the quality of life that is manifested. But we are very much aware that we are living today in an increasingly pagan world. Day by day we are sensing and feeling how much more of a minority Bible-believing and Bible-trusting Christians are becoming.

I think there is a tendency in all of us to write off this present world and age as hopeless. All these immoral, rebellious, shallow, superficial modern people who are around us everywhere today—how disgusted God must be with these people.

Well, if that is how we feel, we are very, very wrong! We very much need correction by the message of the parable now before us. It is the first of three that we might call “the parables of the lost things.” They are found in Luke 15—one of the most familiar passages in the New Testament. We get the setting in which our Lord told them in the opening words of the chapter:

Now the tax collectors and sinners were all gathering around to hear Jesus. But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them.” Then Jesus told them this parable. (Luke 15:1-3)

The occasion, you notice, is the offense taken by the Pharisees at the crowd that was attracted to Jesus. They were, says Luke, tax collectors and sinners. That does not sound so terrible to us, though some of us may feel that the reaction of these Pharisees toward the tax collectors was somewhat justified. We suffer every April 15th, and perhaps feel that this hard-hearted, rigid lot ought to be treated with some contempt. But we ought to remember that tax collectors today are somewhat different from tax collectors then. They were not official servants of the government, like tax collectors today, but were hired private entrepreneurs who made their money by overcharging and extortion. They had gained the reputation, quite deserved, of being venal—exploiters, gatherers of illegitimate funds, and also spies for the Roman government. You can imagine how this kind of person was rejected by those around them. The “sinners” gathered around Jesus were a motley group of various outcasts from Jewish society—prostitutes, thieves, gamblers, irreligious people who did not frequent the Jewish temple, etc.

So, here is a crowd of tax collectors and sinners, all gathered around Jesus, listening to him. And the Pharisees objected. They did not object, particularly, to the fact that these people were listening to Jesus. What really bothered them was that some of this crowd were inviting Jesus home to dinner, and He was accepting! And so, with hands raised in horror, these Pharisees and teachers of the law were saying, “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them.”

We need to understand the viewpoint of these Pharisees. There was much about Jesus that should have appealed to them. He, like they, believed strongly in the existence of a supernatural kingdom, a spiritual kingdom over which God ruled in sovereign power and authority. He believed in the supernatural activity of God in the affairs of humanity. And He, like they, honored the authority of the Word of God. Jesus never said one disparaging word or gave any hint that would weaken the authority of the Scriptures—the Old Testament. The Pharisees gloried in the fact that they upheld the authority of the Word. They took it literally. They believed it. Because they had these views in common, they might have expected Him to join their self-important club and to hold their legalistic attitude toward the outcasts from society.

But when Jesus saw their attitude of rejection toward these who were gathering around Him, He told them these three parables. Each of these stories is about something lost. And each of these parables reveals the heart of God, His attitude, and the activity that He undertakes on behalf of the lost. Each of them will help us to see people as God sees them, and to understand the reasons why they are lost. 

Parable of the Lost Sheep

Let us look at the first of the stories our Lord told:

Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them. Doesn’t he leave the ninety-nine in the open country and go after the lost sheep until he finds it? And when he finds it, he joyfully puts it on his shoulders and goes home. Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says, “Rejoice with me; I have found my lost sheep.” I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent. (Luke 15:3-7)

There are a number of clues in this story that will help us to interpret it. The first thing to grasp is the significance of the fact that our Lord chose a sheep and not a pig, cow, or dog. It was a lost sheep.

There is something unusual about sheep. Unlike other animals, they do not often deliberately run away. A dog who wants to be free, given a chance, will leave, just like that. A pig or cow will do the same. But sheep do not. They only wander away. They do not mean to. They just drift away without realizing it. Thus Jesus has deliberately chosen an animal which represents people who are lost, but who never intended to be lost. They never meant to be, and they don’t know how it happened. In complete sincerity of purpose they suddenly find themselves lost, and they do not know how it came about.

You can watch a sheep get himself lost. He is with the flock at first. Then he sees some grass a few paces away that interests him, so he goes over to it. Then he sees some more in another few steps and moves to that. Then he finds more a little beyond. He is concerned only about the immediate, and, little by little, he is drawn away without realizing it. Suddenly he looks around for the flock, and finds they are nowhere in sight. He begins to bleat and run around, but he does not know in which direction to go, nor how to hide—so he panics, and he runs in circles. Every shepherd knows that a sheep in that condition is utterly helpless. Any wild animal, any hostile force, can take him easily.

This is the picture our Lord gives us of certain people who are intent only on the present experience. They are living just for the moment. They do not intend to get lost; they do not intend to waste their lives. They do not intend to wander off into something dangerous and destructive. But, little by little, concentrating only on the present, they wander away. Eventually they wake up to realize that they are lost, that life is suddenly empty, that their hearts are burdened and heavy with guilt—and they do not know how it happened. They are not happy to be lost; they hate it. They long to belong. They may have wanted all along to be part of what God is doing, so they do not know how they got this way. They are exactly typified by this sheep.

There are millions like this today. Some are intent on simply making a living, on feeding themselves. That is all that concerns them. They live to eat and eat to live. Some are rich and prominent. All over the world today, I see people suffering from what someone has aptly termed “destination sickness,” i.e., the sickness of those who have already arrived at their destination, who have all that they set out to get in life. They have all they want, but they discover that they do not want anything they have. They have an empty life. Our Lord is talking here about people who did not mean to be empty and hollow and heartsick, but who find that they are, and do not know how it happened.

The Shepherd’s Response

A second key to this parable is the shepherd’s response. He left the ninety-nine in the open country, Jesus said, and went after the one. That is most significant. It pictures the activity of God, as expressed in the person of the Lord Jesus Himself. He left something to come and find us. As Paul states it so wonderfully in Philippians 2:6-7, Jesus, “being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be used to his own advantage; rather, he made himself nothing by taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.” He left, and He came. You can see how beautifully this action of the shepherd is fulfilled in our Lord’s own ministry.

Take Jesus’ dealings with Matthew, for example. Matthew was a tax collector. He belonged to this crowd of extortionists who made their living by overcharging taxpayers, ruthlessly taking the last dime from poor people. He was one of the untouchables of his generation. He had full pockets, but an empty heart. But one day there stood before him a man whom he had seen and heard speaking, this man from Galilee, this stranger from Nazareth. Suddenly the man turned and looked at him, sitting there behind his table, with all his money around him. Those eyes looked into his eyes, and Matthew heard Him speaking to him. He could not believe it—that this man, who was obviously a prophet, should speak to him, an untouchable tax collector! To his astonishment he heard Jesus say, “Follow me,” (Matthew 9:9). And Matthew just left all the money, stood up, and followed Him. What he did next has always interested me. He must have come to Jesus and said, “Master, I have made a feast in my house for all my friends. Would you come?” And Jesus went. He went because there were gathered all the tax collectors that Matthew knew, ready to listen to Him as He reached out to find these untouchables who were lost in the midst of plenty.

Our Lord intends that this parable should typify and describe those who are moved with compassion to meet the needs of the lost of this kind today. It is necessary, He says, to leave the ninety-nine, and to go out. You can never get this kind to come to church. They do not even know that there is anything worth coming to church for. And, of course, too often there is not. You must leave the safe place, the secure place, the comfortable place, and go out to find them. They are responsive, they are ready to be found, and they do not resist when you find them. But this kind will never come to you.

That is why, from time to time, God lays his hand upon individuals and sends them out, out beyond the seas to people in other lands who are like the sheep in this story, who have drifted away, stumbled along, and found themselves lost. Some may even be savages in remote tribes, obscure people, forgotten people. The appeal of the Lord is, if you are going to reach this kind, that you be willing to leave something. You cannot merely stay in the comfortable place. Leave the ninety-nine, and go out to the campuses, to the beer halls and the cocktail parties, to the lonely offices and the servicemen’s centers—wherever this kind gather in their loneliness and lostness, trying to find something to satisfy the emptiness, to deaden the pain of an empty heart—and there you will find them.

When you find them, says the Lord, lay them on your shoulders, as the shepherd did. What does that mean? It means help them, undertake for them, assume some care of them, share your strength with them. That is what this shepherd did. When he found the lost one he laid it on his shoulders and carried it, and went home rejoicing.

A friend told me of an unusual character whom he had met in the course of his work as a doctor. This person had been a member of the Norwegian Resistance to the Nazi occupation of Norway. He was a tough character. He had lived the rigorous, ruthless life of an underground commando. He was in this country trying to organize a program to challenge young people to get involved in wilderness survival training, to toughen them. But his own life was empty, his own heart hollow. In an attempt to satisfy it he had begun to drink and had become an alcoholic. Yet he was such a colorful character that he drew attention wherever he went. My friend sent me some newspaper clippings about him, described him to me, and said that he was moving to a town near me. He asked me if I could do anything about reaching him.

I remembered a man whom I had known for a number of years who lived over there. He is an earnest, compassionate man, always reaching out to try to help those who are lost. I put all the information in an envelope and sent it to him. For weeks I heard nothing, but finally he told me what happened. He said that he had gone out after this man, and they had become friends. He found that, despite the rough exterior, there was a very hungry heart underneath. And, in the course of events, he led him to the Lord Jesus. The man became a Christian and was delivered from his alcoholism. He was restored to his wife. What an example of this kind of ministry—of reaching out to those who are lost.

Rejoice!

A third key in this parable is the emphasis on the rejoicing over the recovery of the lost. Our Lord says,

Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says, “Rejoice with me; I have found my lost sheep.” (Luke 15:6)

This reveals the value that God sets on lost men and women. They are not worthless in His sight. They are not written off, nor neglected. They are made in His image. That is the declaration of Scripture. Therefore they are of unspeakable value to God. They bear His own mark—marred, defiled, and ruined as that image may be—and He longs to find them and reach them and restore them. Notice the remarkable way our Lord expresses God’s joy,

I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent. (Luke 15:7)

For years I accepted the usual interpretation of that last phrase. It is that our Lord was referring to these Pharisees as the ninety-nine—these righteous persons who thought that they did not need any repentance—who actually did, but did not know it. But the more I have studied this parable, the less I feel that is correct. Jesus deliberately says that these ninety-nine are people who do not need any repentance. He did not say that they merely thought they didn’t; they actually don’t! Well, if ninety-nine people do not need repentance, why do they not? It must be because they have already repented. There is only one way to be righteous and that is to have repented, to have turned to the One who alone can give us righteousness. Righteousness is the gift of God. We know that from Scripture. No one can earn it, no one can buy it, no one can achieve it. There is no religious formula you can go through that will make it available to you. It is a gift given only to those who have repented and have cast themselves upon the grace of God.

So here are ninety-nine people who have done that. Now, does God not have joy over them? Of course He does. He rejoices greatly. He takes great delight in those who are His. You only have to read the Scriptures to see how God’s concern is for His own, how He loves them, nourishes them, displays tenderness toward them. As a Father He pities them and trains them, disciplines them and works with them, and rejoices over them. Jesus is not deprecating the joy that God has for these; He is simply saying that if God rejoices over those who are already His, that still doesn’t compare with how He feels when one of these lost people repents and turns to Him. You cannot imagine the joy that breaks out in heaven when that happens! God is so desirous of setting people free from the things that blast and ruin them, disfigure and destroy them, that, when He can accomplish it by the great work He has performed, heaven just erupts into cheering, and they have a tremendous celebration! That is how much God is concerned about the lost, and that is what our Lord wants us to see.

If we Christians can live on the face of this planet and can look at a world as lost as this world is—with its millions around us whose hearts are empty, hollow, and bleeding, and who did not mean to get lost anymore than we had meant to before we were found—and not feel some of the same compassion as the God who longs to reach them, then there is something wrong with us. But if we enter into God’s compassion, then our hearts will begin to burn with a hunger to do something for these poor, lost people whom Jesus described as being like sheep without a shepherd, wandering in the wilderness of life with no guide nor guideline, simply existing, with no destiny except death at last. When God’s love fills our hearts, He will lead us to people like this, and give us the opportunity to share His truth and love with them. Then our own hearts can share something of the joy of God over their repentance.

In the course of my experience as a pastor, I have seen it happen many times. Many of my church members have told me, with their faces literally radiating glory, about an experience they had with a neighbor or friend or co-worker. They had been able to lead them to Christ. They had found them lost, and had led them to Him. They have rejoiced over it.

I remember when my daughter Sheila came home one day, and she was radiant. As she walked into the house she said, “Oh, Dad, the most exciting thing happened!” She told me of how she had been driving home from Young Life Camp, and had brought with her a girl who had not known the Lord. As they were driving along, they were talking about Him, and the girl suddenly said to her, “Sheila, pull over to the side of the road, will you? I want to receive the Lord.” And she led her to Christ. I sensed and shared with my daughter the joy in heaven among the angels and in the heart of God, and in all those who see life as it really is, when one lost person turns to Jesus Christ.

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Lesson 5 Commentary.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Lesson 5 commentary, “The Lost Sheep,” covering Luke 15:1-7, or from your teacher’s lecture? 

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

We are continuing with the parables of lost things. The Pharisees and the teachers of the law objected very strenuously to our Lord going to the home of tax collectors and sinners who had been eagerly listening to Him. Jesus then told three parables to illustrate God’s love for everyone, His desire to see their lives made whole, and His joy when someone who was lost (i.e., separated from God) is found (i.e., brought into a relationship with Him).

Second Day: Read Luke 15:8-10, concentrating on verse 8.

1.
a.
The parable in Luke 15:8-10 is about a woman. What does this woman have? (verse 8a)

b.
What happens to one of these items? (verse 8a)

2.
What does she do about this problem? (verse 8b)

3.
Challenge: The missing coin was one of ten. Even though one was missing, she still had nine coins remaining. Because that coin was one of many, did that diminish its value to the woman? 

4.
Think of the countless human beings that exist now or have lived throughout history. Because you are only one of so many, do you believe that diminishes your value to God? Read Matthew 10:29-31, and describe how valuable you are to God.

5.
Personal: How does it make you feel to know how God cares about you individually, not just as part of a group?

Third Day: Review Luke 15:8-10. 

1.
a.
The woman in this parable looked for her lost coin. How diligent was she in her search? (verse 8b)

b.
How long did she search? (verse 8b)

2.
Challenge: Did searching for the coin cost her anything?

3.
What was her reaction when her search was successful? (verse 9)

4.
To what does Jesus compare this? (verse 10)

5.
Personal: Do you rejoice when someone comes to know the Lord? Are you truly concerned about those who have not yet come to know the Lord? What are you doing about it? 

Fourth Day: Read Luke 15:11-32, concentrating on verses 11-12.

The parable of the lost son is one of the most famous of all our Lord’s illustrations.

1.
Who is this parable about? (verse 11)

2.
What request did the younger son make? (Luke 15:12a)

3.
According to Deuteronomy 21:17, the older son would receive two thirds of the estate while the younger son would receive one third. This would normally take place after the death of the father. How did the father respond to the younger son’s request? (Luke 15:12b)

4.
This young man evidently didn’t want to do things the way they were normally done. In this case, pertaining to the property, he would have been under his father’s direction and authority until the father’s death. Instead he wanted to do things his own way and to go his own way. Read Isaiah 53:6a. What do you learn about all people?

5.
Personal: At one time or another we have all chosen to go our own way rather than to go God’s way. Think about your own life. Share with the class, if you would like, a time when you chose your way over God’s and the result of that choice.

Fifth Day: Review Luke 15:11-32, concentrating on verses 13-24.

1.
What did the younger son do after obtaining his portion of the property? (verse 13)

2.
a.
We are not told if he went there with the express purpose of living a riotous life, or if he initially planned on starting his own business or farm and then gradually, one compromise at a time, slid into a licentious lifestyle. What natural disaster struck the land where the younger son was living? (verse 14a)

b.
Describe the condition in which he found himself. (verses 14b-16)

3.
a.
When he came to his senses, what did he realize about his father’s servants? (verse 17)

b.
What did he decide to do about his situation? (verses 18-20a)

4.
What reception did he receive from his father? (verses 20b-24)

5.
a.
God desires for us to be sorry for our sin. Read 2 Corinthians 7:10a. What does godly sorrow do in our lives? 

b.
The younger son saw his sin and repented of it. He then returned to his father and acknowledged (confessed) that he had been wrong. God wants us to see and acknowledge our sin to Him (see 1 John 1:9). What does Psalm 32:5 tell us God will do when we do this?

6.
Personal: Remember, Jesus told this parable in order that we could understand the Father’s heart. Do you feel like you are in that far country? Have you come to your senses and desire to return to the Lord? Is there some sin in your life that you need to confess to Him? Write out Psalm 32:5 and insert your name.

Sixth Day: Review Luke 15:11-32, concentrating on verses 25-32.

This father had two sons.

1.
a.
The older son had been working in the field. How did he respond when he heard about his brother’s return and the celebration? (verse 28a)

b.
What did the father do about this? (verse 28b)

2.
a.
How did the older son view his relationship with his father? (verse 29)

b.
How did he refer to his brother? (verse 30)

c.
Was he happy that his father was no longer worrying about the younger son? (verse 30)

3.
a.
What already belonged to the older son? (verse 31)

b.
Why did the father and his household need to celebrate? (verse 32)

4.
a.
Personal: Everything the older son said proved that although he was still at home, he had no real relationship with his father and had misjudged his very character. He even accused his father of withholding good from him. How is your relationship with your heavenly Father? Have you ever accused Him, even if only in your heart, of withholding something good from you, or do you trust Him implicitly?

b.
Read Hebrews 13:5. Why should we be content with what we have?

5.
Personal: Are you envious of new Christians who are now blessed with tangible blessings you have not received? Is it worse if, unlike you, they once led an ungodly life before they repented and accepted Jesus Christ as their Savior? Be honest. Do you sometimes feel you deserve more blessings because you’ve “been good”? What does this parable teach you about your Father’s heart? What about your heart?

Treasures from the Parables

Lesson 6
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The Lost Coin & the Lost Son

Luke 15:8-32

We are studying the series of Jesus’ parables recorded in the fifteenth chapter of Luke’s Gospel. These are parables of lost things, and they grew out of an incident when the Lord was surrounded by a crowd made up of tax collectors and sinners. They were listening eagerly to what He had to say. They even invited Him home to dinner, and He accepted.

However, the Pharisees and the teachers of the law objected very strenuously to our Lord’s fellowshipping with these people. In their self-righteous egotism, they criticized Him severely for it. They murmured against Him, because He was eating with tax collectors and sinners. The Pharisees already didn’t like the Lord, and this demeaned Him even further in their eyes. Jesus then told three parables to illustrate God’s love for everyone, His desire to see their lives made whole, and His joy when someone who was lost (i.e., separated from God) is found (i.e., brought into a relationship with Him).

The Parable of the Lost Coin

The second in Jesus’ series of three parables is the parable of the lost coin.

“Or suppose a woman has ten silver coins and loses one. Doesn’t she light a lamp, sweep the house and search carefully until she finds it? And when she finds it, she calls her friends and neighbors together and says, “Rejoice with me; I have found my lost coin.” In the same way, I tell you, there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents. (Luke 15:8-10)

The coin referred to here is a small silver piece. The lady had ten of these.
 They may have formed part of the woman’s headdress, which, being part of her dowry, she constantly wore.
 In any case, she had only ten of these coins, and losing one meant losing a tenth of her savings.

As with the lost sheep, the coin was only one among a number of others, but that did not diminish its value to the woman. When my son was in second grade, he came to me and said, “Now that you have the girls [his two younger sisters], if I died, you wouldn’t miss me very much, would you?” I thought, what a terrible thing for a child to think! I held him and explained to him that there was a special place in my heart that only he could fill. And very quietly the Spirit of God reminded me that just as I loved each of my children individually, just as there was a special place in my heart for each of them that the others could not fill, so God loves me—not just me as a part of a group, interchangeable with others, but uniquely. Consider this, God knows us and loves us individually, and we are of great value to Him.

We are told very little about the woman and how she discovered that her coin was missing. Perhaps she discovered the loss of the coin after dark as she was going to bed, or perhaps the house was small with only a few small windows or a low doorway that could let in a little light, so there was not enough light for her to see well enough to conduct a search. The importance of this coin to her is again brought out by the fact that she didn’t just say, “Oh, well, I’ll run across it sometime when I’m cleaning.” No, she immediately lit a lamp without hesitation, not considering the cost of lamp oil, and began to look for the coin—not haphazardly, but sweeping the floor and carefully searching. How long she looked we aren’t told, but we do know she did not stop searching until she found the coin. And, when at last it was found, she was more than just relieved, she was filled with joy, so much so, that she gathered her friends and neighbors to rejoice with her. 

In the same way that the woman and her neighbors rejoiced over finding the lost coin, Jesus said, all heaven rejoices over one sinner who repents. God values each human being, and has gone to great lengths to seek and to save what is lost—

For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him. (John 3:16-17)

The Parable of the Lost Son

The parable of the lost son is one of the most famous of all our Lord’s illustrations. This parable falls into three movements. There is, first, the departure of the son, then his awakening in the distant country, and finally, the joy of the father. Here is the first movement:

There was a man who had two sons. The younger one said to his father, “Father, give me my share of the estate.” So he divided his property between them. Not long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set off for a distant country and there squandered his wealth in wild living. After he had spent everything, there was a severe famine in that whole country, and he began to be in need. So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs. He longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no one gave him anything. (Luke 15:11-16)

 I doubt there are many of us who do not know how this young man felt while he was living at home. In the innocent conceit of youth, this young man may have thought that he had already arrived at the place where he was able to handle his own affairs fully and completely, and he chafed under the restraint of his father. You can imagine what he said to himself, “If I could be my own boss, run my own life and answer to no one…what a great life that would be! Why wait for it? Why not now?”

So he went to his father and said, “‘Father, give me my share of the estate.” According to the Deuteronomy 21:17, the older son would receive two thirds of the estate while the younger son would receive one third. This would normally take place after the death of the father; however, if it took place while he was still alive, each son would have the use of his portion, but could not sell it.
 

His father probably tried to reason with him, but to no avail. The young man was determined to have his way, so at last the father gave him his share of the property, and the young man gathered up all his possessions and made his way into the distant country. We are not told how long the son was in that distant land. We are not told if he went there with the express purpose of living a riotous life, or if he initially planned on starting his own business or farm and then gradually, one compromise at a time, slid into a licentious lifestyle. There may be those among us who have done one or the other. They may have, in rebellion, had the attitude that they would indulge in whatever pleasure they wanted. Others may have started virtuously and then compromised just a little, which led to another compromise and another, until one day they woke up and wondered when and how they arrived at the bottom. In any case, this young man spent all his money on wild living. The people who had been more than willing to be his “friends” while he paid for their pleasures left when his wealth ran out and he no longer had anything to give them. 

At last hard times hit the country. His money was gone, and he had to get a job. However, the only job he could get was manual labor, and even that was hard to find. Finally he worked feeding pigs. He was so hungry he was tempted to eat the pods he was feeding to the pigs. No one would give him anything; he was alone. There in the pigsty with an empty wallet and an empty belly, he began to take stock of his empty life.

He Came to His Senses

That brings us to the second movement of the story:

When he came to his senses, he said, “How many of my father’s hired servants have food to spare, and here I am starving to death! I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired servants.” (Luke 15:17-19)

Perhaps the most hopeful sentence in this story is the phrase with which this section is introduced, “when he came to his senses.” Those who are in rebellion often don’t see the reality of their situation. They are living in a dream world, a world of fantasy, unreality. But finally the young man began to see himself exactly as he was. Reality broke through. When he took stock of his life, he discovered that his wallet, his belly and his life were empty.

As he sat among the pigs in the pigsty, he realized that all the things that he once had, he had gotten from his father—his possessions, his money, his clothes, his food, his drink, even his very body, the passions of which he had unleashed. Everything had come from his father, and everything he now needed was to be found only in his father’s house. 

He also realized that he had lost all claim upon his father. He could not go back after he had been so wicked and had squandered everything, and say to his father, “Father, I’ve come back to be your son.” He didn’t assume that he still had that right. But, he reasoned, “Even the hired servants in my father’s house have something to eat, and they have spare time in which to enjoy themselves. They’re better off than I by a long ways.” So, knowing that his father was a good and kind man, and hoping that he might give him a job, the son began to think about what he could say to his father. Jesus tells us what it is. “Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired servants” (Luke 15:18-19). So he got up to return to his father. 

The Father’s Joy

Then we come to the third movement of the story:

So he got up and went to his father. But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him. The son said to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.” But the father said to his servants, “Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let’s have a feast and celebrate. For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.” So they began to celebrate. (Luke 15:20-24)

Here we see the joy of the father—it was unrestrained. He saw the lone figure on the horizon and ran to meet him. He threw his arms around him and kissed him. Then the young man began his little speech, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.” The father halts his words as he cries out to the servants, “Bring the best robe—and a ring—and prepare the fattened calf!” He called for a robe, the mark of sonship. He called for a ring, the sign of authority. And he called for a feast, the display of honor. This young man was accepted for who he was—his son. What joy this father must have felt—not only had his son returned to him physically, but their relationship was also restored. The son had left in rebellion and returned in humility. He had left to go his own way and returned with a changed heart. 

Now, how can this father be so joyful? There were many years in my life when I read this parable and could understand fully the feeling of this young man. I too had been a rebellious son, and I knew how he felt; I could identify with him. I knew what the distant country was like, and what the joy of coming home was. But now, as I read the parable, I find myself identifying with the father and understanding something of what went on in his heart. Why was this father so joyful? Why was he so gloriously happy? It was because, in his thinking, the young man had been as good as dead—but now was alive. He was lost—but now was found. These words tell us that behind the joy of the father was the dark background of the agony that he had endured.

The Heart of the Father

What Jesus wants in this parable is not to show us the young man’s heart, but the father’s. It gives us a picture of the heart of God. The father’s agony began when he first realized that he had to let this boy go. He did not want to. He knew what lay ahead, and he knew it was needless. He knew that he could have spared this boy the heartache, the loneliness, the shame and degradation of the distant country. Then there followed long months and possibly years of silence. Or perhaps reports may have come filtering back from the distant country of what was happening. Every bit of gossip would have been like a knife wound in the father’s heart. His own son, in that kind of state! Each day would have deepened the ache in his heart, but he never gave up looking for his return. He kept his eyes looking down that road, though every look was probably painful.

In this parable we see the father’s love, the son’s repentance, and the father’s acceptance. A person may ask, “Why is there no reference here to the cross? How can Jesus tell the story of a rebellious son, a reckless boy returning to his father, without a single reference to His own cross and His redemptive love?” We must remember several things. First, Jesus is addressing the issue of how could anyone who claims to be a teacher from God would, or could, associate with sinners and tax collectors, much less eat with them. He wanted these people to see just how great God’s love for every lost person is, and the great joy He experiences when those who are lost repent and are no longer lost, but found. Also, though Jesus Christ had not yet gone to the cross, behind the scene in this parable of God’s great love and the lengths He has gone to in order to reconcile humanity to Himself is the truth related by the Apostle Paul in Romans 5:8, “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” Again, to the Corinthians, Paul said, “God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ” (2 Corinthians 5:19). 

Behind the reconciliation is the ache and agony of a Father’s heart. “He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?” (Romans 8:32). Is that not the story of the lost son? 

The Other Son

The son who left home may have distanced himself from the father by location, but there was another son, and although he had not gone far away and had not squandered his money, he too was distant from the father. When the older brother returned home and discovered a celebration taking place, he did not rejoice with the father or for the father who had been grieving over this lost son. He refused to even enter the house.

This father loved both of his sons, and went out to seek this older, angry son. He pleaded with him, trying to make him understand. But the son’s heart was hardened against his brother and against his father, and accusations spilled out of his mouth. Everything he said proved that although he was still at home, he had no real relationship with his father, and he misjudged the very character of his father. He referred to the work that he did on the property, the property that would be his, as “slaving.” He had obeyed his father with an unwilling and rebellious heart, not realizing that the father’s orders and instructions were not those of a slave master, but those of a loving father who was teaching and training his son. He accused the father of withholding good from him, when all that the father had was already his. He just could not, or would not, acknowledge that they should celebrate “because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.”

A New Beginning

The final lesson of this story is that there is a restoration and a new beginning for those who return to God with a humble and penitent heart. We have all rebelled in one way or another, doing what we want, going our own way instead of God’s way (see Isaiah 53:6). There is not one of us who can point a finger at another. We can only pray for them and help them find their way back into a relationship with the Father.

Perhaps your relationship with the Father has been broken. You may want to come like this young man, saying something like, “Father, I’ve sinned. I’ve been going my own way, forgetting about you. Forgive me.” First John 1:9 says, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” If you have never known the love and acceptance that comes from a relationship with God the Father through Jesus Christ, His Son, don’t delay. Now is the time. (If you would like to know more, turn to page 5.)

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Lesson 6 Commentary.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Lesson 6 commentary, “The Lost Coin & the Lost Son,” covering Luke 15:8-32, or from your teacher’s lecture?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

As we look at the parable this week, it is very important to find out why the Lord told the parable. We must not allow ourselves to get sidetracked by some of the symbolism our Lord uses.

Second Day: Read Luke 16:13-15, 19-31.

This parable about the rich man and Lazarus in verses 19-31 grows out of the reaction of the Pharisees to Jesus’ teaching about money in verses 13-15. 

1.
From Luke 16:13a, what does Jesus have to say about serving two masters?

2.
How did He say this relates to God and money? (Luke 16:13b)

3.
How did the Pharisees feel about money? (Luke 16:14a)

4.
What was their reaction to Jesus’ teaching? (Luke 16:14b)

5.
Jesus addressed their attitude directly. What did he say to them in Luke 16:15?

6.
Personal: Consider your own heart. How much importance do you put on having money and material things?

Third Day: Read Luke 16:19-31, concentrating on verses 19-20.

1.
Describe the rich man and his lifestyle from Luke 16:19.

2.
Purple and fine linen signified the finest of clothing. According to the Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, luxury means “a condition or situation of great comfort, ease, and wealth: something that is expensive and not necessary.” How often did the rich man indulge in his excess? (Luke 16:19b)

3.
In Scripture, names are often given to describe the nature and character of a person. The beggar’s name was Lazarus, which means, “whom God has helped.”
 From Luke 16:20-21, describe Lazarus and his lifestyle.

4.
Challenge: Since Lazarus “was laid” at the rich man’s gate, do you think he was able to get there unaided? 

5.
Personal: What is your reaction to these two people?

Fourth Day: Review Luke 16:19-31. 

What we think about money and what we do with money reveal much about our spiritual life.

1.
a.
Read 1 Timothy 6:9-10. Who falls into “temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction”? (verse 9)

b.
What is a root of all kinds of evil? (verse 10a)

c.
What has happened to some people who were eager for money? (verse 10b)

2.
A person can have nothing and yet love money. And there are those whom God has blessed with wealth who use it as God desires. Read Romans 12:5-8, in which the Apostle Paul addresses some of the gifts God gives to His people, one of which is the ability to contribute to the needs of others. From verse 8, describe how those who have this gift should give.

3.
Read 1 John 3:17. What do you learn about the spiritual condition of the person who is able but unwilling to help a brother or sister in need?

4.
Read Ezekiel 16:49. What does God say is the sin of Sodom?

5.
Personal: Based on today’s Bible passages, do you believe the rich man loved God and was seeking to live as He wanted him to? Does your attitude toward those who are sincerely in need reflect God’s love?

Fifth Day: Review Luke 16:19-31, concentrating on verses 22-26.

As we read through this parable, we have to remember that our Lord often used figurative language and symbols. The expression “Abraham’s side” suggests that where Abraham, the father of the faithful, is, there the righteous dead are also. 

1.
What happened to the beggar? (Luke 16:22a)

2.
What happened to the rich man, and how did he seek relief? (Luke 16:22b-24)

3.
Was the rich man able to receive the relief he desired? Why or why not? (Luke 16:25-26)

4.
The rich man was not in torment because he had been rich, any more than Lazarus was enjoying comfort because he was poor. From 2 Peter 3:9b, what does God want for everyone, whether rich or poor? 

5.
a.
Read John 3:16. To what lengths has God gone in order that no one should have to perish?

b.
From the same verse, what must one do to gain eternal life?

6.
Personal: Abraham believed and trusted God; Moses believed and trusted God; the prophets believed and trusted God; and their lives reflected that they believed God. What does your life reflect?

Sixth Day: Review Luke 16:19-31, concentrating on verses 27-31.

Realizing the hopelessness of his own situation, the rich man then expressed concern for his brothers. 

1.
What did the rich man now want Lazarus to do? (Luke 16:27-28)

2.
What was Abraham’s response? (Luke 16:29)

3.
What did the man believe would cause his brothers to repent? (Luke 16:30)

4.
What was Abraham’s response? (Luke 16:31)

5.
Personal: This man was not denied his request because God was unwilling to give as much opportunity as possible, but because it would not work. It is not seeing a miracle that causes a person to believe; it is hearing the Word of God (see Romans 10:17). To those who lived before Christ came, the Word of God came through “Moses and the Prophets,” giving the promises of the Savior who would come. And now, in God’s Word in the New Testament, we learn of the Savior, Jesus Christ, who came and paid the price for our sin by dying on the cross. God has gone to great lengths in order that no one goes the way of the rich man in this parable. Are there people you are concerned about? What lengths will you go to in order to warn them and tell them the good news of Jesus Christ?

Treasures from the Parables

Lesson 7
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The Rich Man and Lazarus

Luke 16:19-31

The parable about the rich man and Lazarus is another well-known parable. As we look at this parable, it is very important to find out what point the Lord was making—in other words, why did He tell the parable? We must not allow ourselves to get sidetracked by some of the symbolism our Lord uses.

This parable, found in Luke 16, grows out of the reaction of the Pharisees to Jesus’ teaching about money. In Luke 16:13 Jesus said, “No one can serve two masters. Either you will hate the one and love the other, or you will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and money.” In His teaching, Jesus emphasized and underscored the link between money and spirituality. People must love God and use money, instead of using God and loving money, as these Pharisees were doing. Because of this teaching, the Pharisees ridiculed Him, as we read in Luke 16:14, “The Pharisees, who loved money, heard all this and were sneering at Jesus.” To address their attitude, our Lord tells the story of the rich man and Lazarus. He sets the scene in the opening verses:

There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and lived in luxury every day. At his gate was laid a beggar named Lazarus, covered with sores and longing to eat what fell from the rich man’s table. Even the dogs came and licked his sores. (Luke 16:19-21)

Before we proceed, let’s clarify something. You may have heard this rich man referred to by the name of Dives, but dives is simply the Latin word for “rich.” When this parable was translated from Greek into Latin, this is the word that was used; and consequently, many have called this rich man Dives ever since. But our Lord does not name him. 

What do we know about this man? We know that he was wealthy and that he dressed in purple and fine linen, which was the ultimate of extravagance in clothing in those days. He also lived in luxury every day. Merriam-Webster’s Online Dictionary defines luxury as “a condition or situation of great comfort, ease, and wealth: something that is expensive and not necessary.” In other words, he had more than he needed and daily lived an extravagant lifestyle. 

It is not wrong to have wealth, but our attitude toward money and what we do with money reveals much about our spiritual life. First Timothy 6:9-10 says, “Those who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs.” So we see that it is not necessary to have money in order to love money, and that the desire for it can ruin a person’s life as well as their relationship with God— “you can not serve both God and money” (Luke 16:13).

In Romans 12:5-8, the Apostle Paul addresses some of the gifts God gives to his people, one of which is the ability to contribute to the needs of others. He speaks of the importance of doing so generously. In Ezekiel 16:49, God named the sin of Sodom, saying, “Behold, this was the guilt of your sister Sodom: she and her daughters had pride, excess of food, and prosperous ease, but did not aid the poor and needy.” First John 3:17 says, “If anyone has material possessions and sees a brother or sister in need but has no pity on them, how can the love of God be in that person?” And James 2:14-17 addresses a person who claims to have faith in God, but has no evidence of it in their life: 

What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save them? Suppose a brother or a sister is without clothes and daily food. If one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and well fed,” but does nothing about their physical needs, what good is it? In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.

As you see, these passages of Scripture don’t refer to giving in order to fulfill God’s law, to impress God, or to gain something. Instead, they refer to the type of giving that flows from a heart of love and compassion.

Consider the attitude and actions of this rich man toward someone in great need—someone not living on the other side of the world but lying right at his gate, someone whose very name he knew (see Luke 16:24,27). Consider what his attitude and actions say about his spiritual condition.

In direct contrast to this rich man, the Lord portrays the beggar, Lazarus.
 He is the only character in any of Jesus’ parables who is given a name. In Scripture, names are often given to describe the nature and character of a person; therefore, Lazarus’ name is significant—it means, “whom God has helped.”
 It is likely that this is intended by our Lord to suggest that Lazarus was a godly man who trusted the Lord to help him. Even though Lazarus was a godly man, his life was not easy. The Scripture says that he was laid at the gate of this rich man, sick and hungry, his body covered with loathsome, running sores that the dogs would lick. He lay there hoping to be given any scrap of food that might have fallen on the floor under the rich man’s table. He was either merely tolerated by the rich ma, or else he was totally ignored by him. Either way, no help was extended to improve his condition or ease his suffering.

Second Scene

In the second scene of His parable, our Lord changes the location completely:

The time came when the beggar died and the angels carried him to Abraham’s side. The rich man also died and was buried. In Hades, where he was in torment, he looked up and saw Abraham far away, with Lazarus by his side. So he called to him, “Father Abraham, have pity on me and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue, because I am in agony in this fire.”

But Abraham replied, “Son, remember that in your lifetime you received your good things, while Lazarus received bad things, but now he is comforted here and you are in agony. And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been set in place, so that those who want to go from here to you cannot, nor can anyone cross over from there to us.” (Luke 16:22-24)

The condition of the rich man and Lazarus are again contrasted. The body of the man who had lived for worldly pleasures received a “proper” burial, even while he found himself in a place of torment. Lazarus, who had been ignored by the world, was unseen by those in this world, carried by angels to a place of rest and relief.

In thinking about a story like this, we have to face our Lord’s use of the figurative language of symbols. There are symbols in this story. “Abraham’s side” is one. Obviously we cannot take that literally. The righteous dead do not go and sit beside Abraham—there simply is not room for them all there. But the phrase indicates that where Abraham, the father of the faithful, is, there the righteous dead are also. We are “sons of Abraham” in that respect, and therefore go where Abraham is.

Nor should we get hung up on the geography of the hereafter in thinking about this and miss the point of the parable. Some try to locate hell in the molten core of the earth; others try to locate it on some distant planet. But the point of this story is not location at all. We are over-literalizing these figures when we attempt that kind of thing. Hell is not a question of location but of another dimension entirely. If we think in terms of dimension rather than location, we will be much more in line with what the Scriptures are referring to.

We can also be sidetracked regarding the term “Hades” and exactly what it means. It is enough to say, “‘Hades’ stands in contrast to the place and state of Lazarus’s blessing. The division between the two is absolute and final.”

Some people may feel it is rather fitting that the rich man is in torment, while Lazarus is comforted and finds relief. Many feel that this is what heaven and hell are for, to compensate for what happens in this present life, to square accounts for what we have to go through down here. But if that is the way we feel about it, then we are quite wrong. The rich man was not in torment because he had been rich, any more than Lazarus was enjoying comfort because he had been poor. Heaven and hell are not a compensation for what you go through here. The principle that determines who goes where is quite different, as we shall see.

If, on the other hand, we recoil from this parable, then let us remember that we do not recoil any more than God does. This is not what God planned for human beings. Hell was not created for man, but for the devil and his angels (see Matthew 25:41). In fact, God loves each of us human beings so much that He made provision that no human would have to go there. He sent His Son to pay the price for our sin, in order that we might be saved (see John 3:16). Second Peter 3:9 says, “The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. Instead, he is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.”

The Final Scene

The final scene of this story records the further conversation of Abraham and this formerly rich man:

He answered, “Then I beg you, father, send Lazarus to my family, for I have five brothers. Let him warn them, so that they will not also come to this place of torment.”

Abraham replied, “They have Moses and the Prophets; let them listen to them.”

“No, father Abraham,” he said, “but if someone from the dead goes to them, they will repent.”

He said to him, “If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.” (Luke 16:27-31)

Realizing the hopelessness of his own situation, this man expressed concern for his brothers. He thought that they would repent if Lazarus would rise from the dead and warn them to walk in God’s ways. But Abraham told him that his brothers should listen to Moses and the Prophets
—in other words, listen to what God has said in His Word. 

There may be some who in reading this story feel this is quite unfair. They may wonder why God would not grant this man his request to warn his brothers. They may think that if God really does not want people to go to hell, then why didn’t He allow this powerful warning? But if that is what they believe, they don’t understand that this man was not denied his request because God was unwilling to give as much opportunity as possible; he was denied it because it would not work. As Abraham pointed out, “If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.”
How accurately this parable portrays our human desire for the spectacular, the dramatic, the shocking to occur! We may have felt this way at times. We ask, “Why is it so hard to believe? Why doesn’t God do more? Why doesn’t He open the heavens and speak to us? Why doesn’t He perform spectacular public miracles, or send an angel to speak to us?” Many feel that if they could only see a miracle, or be spoken to by an angel, then they would believe. 

But, how many who saw the miracles in our Lord’s day still believed in Him at the end of His life? How many stayed with Him who believed because of the miracles? We know there were very few. Only a handful of people stood around the cross. 

And what did people do when Jesus raised another man named Lazarus from the dead? Did they believe? According to John 11:45-53, although many put their faith in Jesus, others plotted to put Him to death. Even when Jesus Himself returned from the dead, many people did not believe.

No, Abraham was right. It is not seeing a miracle that causes a person to believe; it is hearing the Word of God (see Romans 10:17). Our eternity is not determined by whether we are rich or poor people, but by whether we are faith-filled believers in what God has said in His Word, the Bible. To those who lived before Christ came, “Moses and the Prophets” gave promises of the Savior who would come. And now, in God’s Word we learn of the Savior, Jesus Christ, who came and paid the price for our sin by dying on the cross.

The rich man rejected what God said. His actions as a rich man grew out of his refusal to hear and act upon what God said through Moses and the Prophets. His self-centered, self-indulgent life was a reflection of that refusal. His actions proved that he did not believe.

Lazarus, on the other hand, believed what God had said through Moses and the Prophets and trusted God to be his helper. He is not in heaven merely to receive compensation for what he went through on earth. There will be many in hell who were poor, as there will be many in heaven who were rich. 

Facing Eternity

As we can see from this parable, it is critical that we pay attention to what God has said—our eternity depends on it. What do you know about God? What do you know about the death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus? Have you put your faith in His death and resurrection to take away your sin and to give you new life? Have you discovered the joy that comes from truly knowing Him, and from having a day-to-day intimate relationship with Him? Have you experienced the transforming power of His Word, so that your life is filled with the fruit of the Spirit—love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control? (See Galatians 5:22-23.)

Just as Jesus brought the truth to the Pharisees who thought they were doing just fine, He brings these truths to us. Does our life reflect the good things God is doing in us, or do we live for ourselves alone? If you’ve never put your faith in Jesus Christ as your Savior, won’t you do it today, right now? (If you’d like to know more, turn to page 5.)

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Lesson 7 Commentary.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Lesson 7 commentary, “The Rich Man and Lazarus,” covering Luke 16:19-31, or from your teacher’s lecture?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Not all of Jesus’ parables are long stories. Sometimes He used what we might call a “mini-parable.” This week we will study one such mini-parable, which is recorded in John 12:24-25. To help us understand it, we will look at the background and setting in which Jesus told it. 

Second Day: Read John 11:47—12:25, concentrating on 11:47—12:15.

1.
What was the attitude of the chief priests and the Pharisees toward Jesus? (John 11:47-48,53)

2.
What festival were the Jews about to celebrate? (John 11:55)

3.
a.
Where did Jesus go? Who lived there, and what had Jesus done for him? (John 12:1)

b.
Who else came to Bethany and why? (John 12:9)

c.
How did the chief priests react to this, and why? (John 12:10-11)

4.
a.
Where was Jesus going, and who was aware of this? (John 12:12)

b.
How did the crowd respond to Jesus, and how did they refer to Him? (John 12:13)

5.
Challenge: Compare John 12:14-15 to Zechariah 9:9, which was written about 500 years prior to this event in John 12. Did Jesus fulfill this prophecy?

6.
Personal: “Hosanna!” means “Save now!”
 The people were looking for an earthly king to deliver them from the Romans and restore the nation of Israel, not for a Savior to deliver them from the penalty and power of sin and reconcile them to God the Father. What are you looking for in Jesus Christ…someone to deliver you from all your problems and give you what you want, or someone to deliver you from the penalty and power of sin and bring you into relationship with God the Father?

Third Day: Review John 11:47—12:25, concentrating on 12:16-19.

1.
a.
Did the disciples understand at that time what was happening and how it related to the Old Testament and to God’s promises? (John 12:16a)

b.
When did the disciples finally understand? (John 12:16b)

2.
What did the crowd that had been there when Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead continue to do? (John 12:17)

3.
What was the result of their witness? (John 12:18)

4.
How did the Pharisees respond to this? (John 12:19)

5.
Personal: Are you so amazed at what the Lord has done in your life that you continue to witness about Him? You don’t have to have all the answers, but you can certainly tell what He has done for you. Write down at least two things that the Lord has done for you. If you would like, share them with the class and with someone else.

Fourth Day: Review John 11:47—12:25, concentrating on 12:20-22.

1.
Who, along with the Jews, had come to worship at the temple? (John 12:20)

2.
a.
These were not Hellenistic Jews,
 but actual Greek Gentiles who had joined the Jewish pilgrims to Jerusalem. They may have been inquirers who had become interested in the Jewish faith, but had not yet converted to Judaism.
 What did they want to do? (John 12:21)

b.
Did Philip take their request directly to Jesus? (John 12:22)

3.
From the following Bible passages, why do you think Philip might have hesitated before taking the request of these Gentiles to Jesus? 

Exodus 19:3-6a

Matthew 10:1-8

4.
From the following Bible passages, what else do you learn about the special blessings God gave to the Israelites (Jews)—the descendants of Abraham (Abram), Isaac and Jacob?

Genesis 12:1-3 

Romans 9:4-5

5.
Read Ephesians 2:11-12. Before Jesus Christ died and rose again, what was the condition of the Gentiles?

6.
Personal: Write a thank-you note to God, telling Him how grateful you are for Jesus Christ and for the relationship you are now able to have with Him.

Fifth Day: Review John 11:47—12:25, concentrating on 12:23-24.

Philip and Andrew took the Greeks’ request to Jesus, who answered in an unusual manner.

1.
Jesus was about to die, in order that all who put their faith in Him might be forgiven, both Jews and Gentiles. What mini-parable did He use to explain this? (John 12:23-24)

2.
What do you learn about this from Hebrews 2:9-11?

3.
Read Luke 24:46-47. Just as the kernel of wheat in the mini-parable had to die in order to produce more wheat kernels, Jesus died so that many would become God’s children. To whom is repentance and forgiveness of sins now available? 

4.
What does Ephesians 3:6 tell you about this?

5.
Personal: Just as the Jews did not believe that God would accept Gentiles, now many Christians believe that God has completely rejected the Jews. However, Jews and Gentiles both may share in the promises that God has extended to all humanity in Jesus Christ (see Romans 11:1). Is this a new concept to you? Does this change the way you view the Jews? Will you be more willing to share your faith with those of the Jewish faith?

Sixth Day: Review John 11:47—12:25, concentrating on 12:25.

1.
In John 12:23-24 we saw that Jesus gave His life in order that many people could have eternal life. What principle did Jesus then give in John 12:25?

2.
Eternal life is more than just existing forever. From the following verses, what is eternal life?

John 17:3

John 10:10b

3.
Read 1 John 2:15-17. How does life in the world differ from the eternal life God is offering us?

4.
a.
 “Hating” our life in the world means no longer wanting to live a life controlled by self, but rather allowing the Lord to be our Master—allowing Him to change us, and living as He directs us. Read Galatians 5:19-21, and describe what the life controlled by self (“the acts of the flesh”) is characterized by. (Some, not necessarily all, of these “acts” will be displayed in every life controlled by self.)

b.
From Galatians 5:22-23a, describe what the life lived in close relationship with God is characterized by. 

5.
Personal: God is offering us a life, an eternal life beginning now, filled with love, joy, peace, etc., rather than a life of self-centeredness, discord, anger, envy, arguments, and disagreements. Jesus chose to do the Father’s will; He chose to die, so that we could have eternal life and become sons and daughters of God. The choice is yours. If you haven’t already accepted His gift of life and you would like to experience forgiveness and a relationship with God, turn to page 5 to learn more. If you have already done this, write briefly what difference it has made in your life.

Treasures from the Parables

Lesson 8
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A Kernel of Wheat

John 12:24-25

In our series on the parables of Jesus, we have been discovering the hidden truths in these wonderful stories. However, not all the parables of Jesus are long stories. Sometimes He used what we might call a “mini-parable.” One of these mini-parables is recorded in John 12:24-25,

Very truly I tell you, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds. Anyone who loves their life will lose it, while anyone who hates their life in this world will keep it for eternal life.

 It is in one of the last public statements of Jesus before He went to the cross.

Growing Opposition of the Religious Leaders

During the Festival of Tabernacles in the autumn prior to His death, Jesus had spent time in Jerusalem teaching and healing. During that time, He had a number of verbal exchanges with the Jewish religious leaders. They attempted to seize Him on more than one occasion; however, they were unable to do so because Jesus’ “hour had not yet come” (John 7:30).
 That winter, during the Festival of Dedication, Jesus again had verbal interchange with the Jewish religious leaders in Jerusalem, and again when they tried to seize Him, they were unable. Jesus then left Jerusalem and traveled across the Jordan River to the place where John the Baptist had preached and baptized. Many people went there to see Jesus and believed in Him. 

After Jesus had been there for a while, He received word that his dear friend, Lazarus, was deathly ill. Now Lazarus lived in Bethany, which was less than two miles from Jerusalem. Jesus intentionally delayed arriving in Bethany until Lazarus had died and was buried. Then, in order to show the glory of God, Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead. Many of the Jews, who had witnessed this, believed in Jesus; however, many did not believe, and they informed the Pharisees. Upon hearing of this miracle, the religious leaders escalated their plot to kill Jesus, but He again left the area.

Jesus’ Arrival in Jerusalem as King

During Passover, Jews from all over the Roman Empire flooded Jerusalem. Many, who had previously seen or heard of Jesus, and those who had heard about the resurrection of Lazarus, began looking for the Lord, expecting Him to be in Jerusalem for the Passover.

About six days before the Passover Jesus returned to Bethany, where a dinner was given at the home of Lazarus in honor of the Lord. When it was learned that Jesus was there, many people came to see Him and to see Lazarus whom He had raised from the dead. 

The following day, knowing that the time for Him to die was near, Jesus steadily and without hesitation made his way toward Jerusalem, riding on the back of a young donkey.
 A crowd of people followed Him. When those in Jerusalem who were looking for Him heard that He was on His way, they went out to meet Him and joined with the great crowd that was following Him. They waved palm branches, threw their cloaks on the ground before him, and shouted, “Hosanna!”
 and “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! Blessed is the king of Israel!” (John 12:13). 

Their shouts were not merely religious statements, but an acknowledgement that He was the descendant of King David and the rightful ruler of Israel, the Messiah. However, these people were looking for someone to set them free from the earthly power of Rome; they did not realize that He had come to set them free from the power of sin and to reconcile them to God the Father. 

The religious rulers were not pleased, and said, “Look how the whole world has gone after him!” (John 12:19). This was a crisis moment in our Lord’s ministry. He knew the time of his death was nearing and that the opposition to Him was sharpening throughout the city. 

The Greeks

Among the throngs of people in Jerusalem who had come to worship at the temple were some Greeks who approached Philip
 seeking an interview with Jesus. These were not Hellenistic Jews,
 but actual Greek Gentiles
 who had not converted to Judaism.
 The fact that they had come to worship reveals that they were searching for God. With the whole city amazed over the resurrection of Lazarus and talking about Jesus, it is not surprising that they sought an interview. 

Previously, when Jesus had sent the disciples out to preach, to heal the sick, to raise the dead, and to drive out demons, He had instructed them not to go to the Gentiles (see Matthew 10:5). This may be puzzling for some who don’t know the Scripture. God had created the nation of Israel (the Jews) from one man, Abraham. He created them to be a people for Himself, and through them the Messiah, the Savior of the world, would come (see Acts 3:25). However, until Jesus’ death and resurrection it was necessary to become a Jew in order to become one of God’s people. Speaking to Gentiles, Ephesians 2:12-13 says, 

Remember that at that time [before the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ] you were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near by the blood of Christ.

After Jesus rose from the dead He told His disciples, “This is what is written: The Messiah will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance for the forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem” (Luke 24:46). 

The disciples, of course, did not yet understand this. Philip, not knowing what to do about the request of the Greeks to speak with Jesus, conferred with Andrew. They made a quick decision and brought the request to Jesus, who did not reply with a simple “yes” or “no.” He said:

The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. Very truly I tell you, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But, if it dies, it produces many seeds. Anyone who loves their life will lose it, while anyone who hates their life in this world will keep it for eternal life. Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, my servant also will be. My Father will honor the one who serves me.

Now my soul is troubled, and what shall I say? “Father, save me from this hour”? No, it was for this very reason I came to this hour. Father, glorify your name! (John 12:23-28a)

Everything in Jesus’ life had been leading up to what would transpire within the next few days. He had come to die—not just at any time and in any manner, but at God’s appointed time, in God’s appointed place, and in the manner that God appointed. He came to die not merely for the Jews, but also for the Gentiles. As John 3:16 so plainly says, 

For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.

What these Greeks were truly seeking was about to be made available to them, and to all humanity, through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Parable of the Kernel of Wheat

The Lord Jesus declared:

Very truly I tell you, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds. (John 12:24)

Whenever Jesus says, “Very truly I tell you,” it is a red light shining that says, “Pay attention. What I am about to say is of supreme importance. Don’t miss this!” The important statement follows, “Unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds.” 

What does He mean? It is clear that He was speaking of Himself. He was the kernel of wheat. There He was among humanity, the Son of God and yet completely a man—man as God had created him, perfect and without sin.
 Now, He did not have to die. After all, death came about because of sin, and the sentence of death was passed on humanity because all people have sinned (see Romans 5:12). Jesus, however, was sinless. He Himself said that He did not have to die. “No one takes it [my life] from me,” He said, “but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down and authority to take it up again” (John 10:18). 

He was not forced to the cross, as some writers and film producers suggest. He did not have to lay down His life, for He could have returned to the Father, as on the Mount of Transfiguration when He returned to His glory instantly without passing through death. But if He had done that, He would not have accomplished what He had come to do; He would not have fulfilled the Father’s will (see John 12:27; Hebrews 10:9-10). And if He had done that, He would have remained alone—“Unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed.” But He did not remain alone.

Hebrews 2 speaks of what Jesus Christ accomplished by becoming human, living a sinless life, dying on the cross and triumphing over death by His resurrection. It says that He brought, “many sons and daughters to glory” (Hebrews 2:10). The passage goes on to say, “Both the one who makes people holy and those who are made holy are of the same family. So, Jesus is not ashamed to call them brothers and sisters” (Hebrews 2:11). These sons and daughters are not just Jews, but also Gentiles. Ephesians 3:6 says, “Through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus.” 

Eternal Life 

In John 12:25, Jesus goes on to say,

Anyone who loves their life will lose it, while anyone who hates their life in this world will keep it for eternal life. (John 12:25)

“Eternal life” is a phrase that the Lord had repeated a number of times in different places and situations. What is this “eternal life” that Jesus speaks of? In John 17:3 Jesus says, “Now this is eternal life: that they know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.” Consider this—we can know the Creator. We can have a relationship with the One who is light, life, love, peace, joy, wisdom, and so much more. Not only can we know Him, we can actually become God’s children and participate in all the blessings that involves (see John 1:12-13, Galatians 3:26, 1 John 3:1).

God offers us this eternal life as a gift, purchased by the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ (see Romans 6:23). All we have to do is accept that gift by faith (see Ephesians 2:8). If you have never received the gift of eternal life, and would like to do so, please turn to page 5 to learn more. 

However, if we love our life in this world—the life that is controlled by our sinful, self-centered nature—then we will lose our life, because, ”The world and its desires pass away” (1 John 2:17). The one who lives to please that sinful nature will reap destruction (see Galatians 6:8). 

“Hating” our life in the world means no longer wanting to live a life controlled by self, but rather allowing the Lord to be our Master—allowing Him to change us, and living as He directs us. Jesus went on to say in John 12:26, “Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, my servant also will be. My Father will honor the one who serves me.” 

A life controlled by Jesus, that is, a mind controlled by His Spirit, “is life and peace” (Romans 8:6). As a person develops that relationship with God, spending time with Him, their life is characterized by “love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self- control” (Galatians 5:22-23a).

The choice is ours. Jesus became the kernel of wheat that fell to the ground and died in order to produce many seeds. Jesus chose to do the Father’s will, He chose to die, so that we could have eternal life and become sons and daughters of God. 

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Lesson 8 Commentary.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Lesson 8 commentary, “A Kernel of Wheat,” covering John 12:24-25, or from your teacher’s lecture?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

The parable we will study this week, found in Matthew 18:23-35, deals with forgiveness—the forgiveness that should spring from a heart that has been forgiven, the forgiveness that can heal hurts, dissolve resentments, settle feuds, resolve differences, and mend breaches that often come between members of families and members of churches.

Second Day: Read Matthew 18:15-20. 

Our Lord has been dealing with the question of relationships between those who belong to Him. To help us understand this parable, we will look at the background and setting in which Jesus told it. 
1.
a.
Jesus was speaking to His disciples. From Matthew 18:15a, what is the first step you are to take if a brother or sister sins?
 

b.
For what purpose do we do this? (Matthew 18:15b)

2.
a.
Read Galatians 6:1a. Why should we approach a fellow Christian who has sinned (either against us or in some other manner)?

b.
In what manner should we do this?

c.
Read Proverbs 15:1. What do you learn about this type of attitude?

3.
a.
From Matthew 18:16, what is the next step to take if the person will not listen to you?

b.
Challenge: Look back at questions 1b and 2. Do you think the same purpose and attitude apply to this second step?

4.
According to Jesus, what is the final step in dealing with a fellow Christian who has sinned? (Matthew 18:17)

5.
a.
Look again at Galatians 6:1a. Who is supposed to go to the person?

b.
What warning is given in Galatians 6:1b to those who confront the one who has sinned?

6.
Within the Jewish culture, you were not to enter the home of a pagan (anyone who was not Jewish). You may have conducted business with them, such as with a tax collector, but you didn’t fellowship with them. (Jesus went to them, as we have learned, not to become one of them, but to teach them and to give them opportunity to hear His message and repent.) What do the following verses have to say about how we should behave toward Christians who are not walking in obedience to the Lord, and what is the purpose of this?

Romans 16:17-18

2 Thessalonians 3:14-15 

7.
Personal: People often misunderstand the final step in dealing with a fellow Christian who has sinned, and they become self-righteous, or they believe they are justified in being rude, mean, or arrogant toward the believer who has sinned.
 Yet we are warned in Galatians 6:1 that we are no better than the person we are confronting, and that we might also be tempted in some way and fall into some type of sin. Perhaps you have wronged someone. Is there someone you need to go to in order to regain their friendship and restore them to fellowship? What action should you take?

Third Day: Read Matthew 18:21-22.

Immediately after Jesus spoke about the steps to take if a brother or sister sins, Peter approached Him with a question that led to Jesus telling the parable we are studying this week. 

1.
What was the primary question Peter asked Jesus? (Matthew 18:21a)

2.
What did Peter believe would be a generous number of times to forgive? (Matthew 18:21b)

3.
Jewish rabbis taught that you only needed to forgive someone for a repeated sin three times at the most.
 What did Jesus have to say about the number of times a person should forgive? (Matthew 18:22)

4.
The number Jesus referred to signifies that forgiveness should be unlimited. What do you learn about this from Luke 17:3-4?

5.
a.
When we are one of those who, as Galatians 6:1 says, “live by the Spirit,” we will bear the fruit of the Spirit. From Galatians 5:22-23a, describe the fruit of the Spirit.

b.
Challenge: Based on the fruit of the Spirit above,
 do you believe that a person who bears the fruit of the Spirit would find it easier to forgive than someone who does not? Why?

6.
Personal: Search your own heart. Do you find it difficult to forgive? What does this say about your relationship with the Lord?

Fourth Day: Read Matthew 18:23-35, concentrating on verses 23-27.

1.
In Matthew 18:23, which begins Jesus’ parable, to what does He compare the kingdom of heaven?

2.
As the king began the settlement, how much did the first man owe him?
 (Matthew 18:24)

3.
a.
Was the man able to repay this huge debt? (Matthew 18:25a)

b.
What was going to happen to the man and his family because of this? (Matthew 18:25b)

4.
What did the man do when he heard the judgment against him? (Matthew 18:26)

5.
How did the king (his master) respond to the man’s plea? (Matthew 18:27)

6.
Personal: Not having this vast sum of money repaid was a great loss to the king’s treasury. What do you think about this king? Why?

Fifth Day: Review Matthew 18:23-35, concentrating on verses 28-31.

1.
a.
Jesus continued the parable. When the man who was forgiven went out of the king’s presence, whom did he look for and find? (Matthew 18:28a)

b.
How did the forgiven servant behave toward this man?
 (Matthew 18:28b)

2.
How did this man respond to the demand of the servant who had been forgiven? (Matthew 18:29)

3.
Challenge: How similar are the pleas of the two different men in Matthew 18:26 and 29?

4.
How did the forgiven servant respond to this man’s plea? (Matthew 18:30)

5.
How did the other servants who saw this feel about it, and what did they do? (Matthew 18:31)

6.
Personal: The amount the second man owed the man who had been forgiven was worth about one hundred days’ wages, compared to the millions or even billions of dollars the forgiven man had owed to the king. How do you feel about his reaction and why?

Sixth Day: Review Matthew 18:23-35, concentrating on verses 32-35.

1.
a.
Jesus continues the parable. How did the master (the king) believe the forgiven servant should have behaved toward the man in debt to the servant? (Matthew 18:32-33)

b.
What did the master (the king) do to the man he had formerly forgiven? (Matthew 18:34)

2.
How does Jesus apply this parable to our lives? (Matthew 18:35)

3.
Take a moment to consider all that God has forgiven you. Do you think you would be able to make a list of everything? Do you believe you even remember everything? Read Romans 6:23. What is the wage you earned by your sin?

4.
a.
Read John 3:16 and 1 Corinthians 15:3b. What price did God pay in order that we could be forgiven?

b.
Challenge: How does all that God has forgiven you compare to the wrong that others may have done to you?

5.
Personal: In Matthew 18:21 Peter asked the question about forgiving his brother or sister—those who belong to the Lord. Jesus asks us to go beyond forgiving our brothers and sisters in Christ, to forgiving all who have done wrong to us (see Matthew 6:12). Forgiving a person does not mean denying that we have been hurt or offended. We can acknowledge that the other person has done wrong to us in some way and that a penalty is due, just as we have wronged God and a penalty is due. But, just as God released us from that penalty because of Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross, by God’s grace we can release the person who has wronged us from the penalty due them, and we can pray for them. Is there someone you need to forgive? What are you going to do about it?

Treasures from the Parables

Lesson 9
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The Unmerciful Servant

Matthew 18:23-35

The parable we will study this week deals with forgiveness—the forgiveness that should spring from a heart that has been forgiven, the forgiveness that can heal hurts, dissolve resentments, settle feuds, resolve differences, and mend breaches that often come between members of families and members of churches. 

Forgiveness is the virtue we most enjoy, and least employ, in our Christian experience. We all love to be forgiven—we expect it, and want it. But, we find it a struggle to forgive; we resist it, and often refuse to do it.

We are like a little boy who was saying his prayers. As he went down the list of his family, asking God to bless them, he omitted his brother’s name. His mother said to him, “Why didn’t you pray for Cliff?” He said, “I’m not going to ask God to bless Cliff because he hit me.” And his mother said, “Don’t you remember Jesus said to forgive your enemies?” But the little boy said, “That’s just the trouble. He’s not my enemy; he’s my brother!”

In Matthew 18, a passage in which our Lord has been dealing with the question of relationships between those who belong to Him, we find Peter, in his impetuous bluntness, coming to Christ with a question, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother or sister who sins against me? Up to seven times?” (Matthew 18:21).

Peter may have felt he was being magnanimous by suggesting that he forgive seven times, since the rabbis taught that you only needed to forgive someone three times at the most, after which retaliation was permitted. Our Lord replied, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times.”
 Then He proceeded to tell the parable of the unforgiving servant that says, in effect, that it is not merely a question of how often—how many times—we should forgive. It answers the question of why we should forgive at all, and explains what godly forgiveness entails. 

When we understand why we should forgive, then we will understand that there should be no limit to forgiveness. So, to answer that deeper question, “Why should I forgive my brother?” our Lord tells this parable of the unforgiving servant. Here is the opening scene:

Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants. As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand bags of gold was brought to him. Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt. At this the servant fell on his knees before him. “Be patient with me,” he begged, “and I will pay back everything.” The servant’s master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go. (Matthew 18:23-27)

In this parable, we are the servant who has been forgiven a vast and staggering amount of money, and God is the great king that has forgiven us. This ten thousand bags of gold is an incredible amount—over 12 million dollars, and possibly as much as a billion dollars.

When the settling of accounts came, the servant was confronted with this vast debt and he could not pay it. The king ordered that justice be carried out, and that the man, his wife and children, and all that he had be sold, in order that the king might recoup some of his loss.
 Even then, what they were sold for would be far, far short of the amount of this debt. In desperation, the man made an impossible promise. He fell on his knees and said to the king, “Be patient with me…and I will pay back everything.” Now, he could never do that. If he worked all his lifetime, and his family also, he would never be able to pay the huge sum. But in desperation he cried out, and the king’s heart was moved. Out of pity he forgave him, at staggering cost to himself. The king assumed the debt, allowing it to go unpaid, and thus diminished his treasury. This was no trifling matter. It was at incredible cost to himself that the king forgave the debt.

Our Debt to God

We must see ourselves in this parable if we are going to be helped by it. We must see that the sentence for any sin we have committed is so great that we cannot pay it—our sentence is death. Then we see that the sum of our offenses against God through the years constitutes an unimaginable debt, an absolutely impossible amount. Our rebellion, our disobedience to God, our selfish acts and thoughts, our willful choices, our lack of love toward one another and the hurt we have caused others, our pride, our anger, our lusts, our bitterness, our hate, our lies, and on and on—all these add up through the years to a staggering debt which we owe God, and which we cannot pay. 

But then there comes the good news, the wonderful good news of the gospel. Because of Jesus Christ’s sacrificial death on the cross, when we put our faith and trust in Him, we are forgiven! The debt is wiped away. In one moment it is gone. The debt has been paid, and we are free.

Others’ Debts to Us

Jesus relates, in direct contrast to this, another event that occurred immediately, even as this servant went out from his experience of being forgiven such an immense debt:

But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred silver coins. He grabbed him and began to choke him. “‘Pay back what you owe me!” he demanded. His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, “Be patient with me, and I will pay it back.” But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the debt. (Matthew 18:28-30)

When the forgiven servant went out and met another servant who owed him a hundred silver coins,
 he didn’t say, “I don’t owe the king that huge debt anymore, so don’t worry about the money you owe me,” nor did he politely ask for his money. Instead he seized the other servant by the throat and demanded that he pay back what he owed him! When the man who owed him said nearly the same words that he had just said to the king a few moments before, “Be patient with me, and I will pay it back,” instead of forgiving him this small-by-comparison amount, he had him thrown into prison until he could pay the full amount.

That, says Jesus, is what we do when we refuse to forgive each other even the most insulting and injurious offenses. No matter how bad it may appear to us, no matter how hurt we are by what someone has done to us, in comparison to what God has forgiven us, it is like comparing twenty dollars to a billion dollars of debt. And these two events—forgiving and being forgiven—are occurring simultaneously in our lives, in immediate context, just as Jesus illustrated.

There is not one of us who is a Christian, who does not realize that they did not stop sinning when they were first forgiven in Christ. Despite the increasing light and power that have come to us as we have learned more of the provision for life that God has made available, we have still experienced much failure. Not a day goes by but that we do not stand in desperate need of the forgiving word of the great King. Again and again He cancels out the debt as we come confessing our sin and our need of His forgiveness. And yet, when someone offends us, how quickly we revert to the basis of justice and start demanding, “Pay me what you owe…I demand an apology…Give me my rights…Let me have what’s coming to me…Treat me as I deserve…I demand to be treated with respect.” How many times do we speak, or think, such words?

Why We Must Forgive

In the rest of the story our Lord reveals the two great reasons why Christians must forgive those who offend them:

When the other servants saw what had happened, they were outraged and went and told their master everything that had happened. Then the master called the servant in. “You wicked servant,” he said, “I canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to. Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you?” In anger his master handed him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed. This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother or sister from your heart. (Matthew 18:31-35)

There are two reasons revealed here why Christians must forgive each other: First, we must forgive because anything less is hypocritical. We cannot demand justice from others, because we cannot stand on that ground ourselves. As the king said to this servant, “You wicked servant!…Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you?” This is what Jesus is saying to us. We must forgive one another because we have already been forgiven. This is the ground the Apostle Paul takes in his letter to the Ephesians,

Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice. Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you. (Ephesians 4:31-32)

That is the basis of Christian forgiveness. Jesus says that when we refuse to grant forgiveness, when we hold a grudge, or refuse to settle an issue, demonstrating a contrary, bitter spirit, then we are doing exactly what the unmerciful servant did in this parable. In the very moment of our own forgiveness we are demanding justice, when we ourselves cannot and do not stand on that level.

In 2 Peter 1:5-7 Peter describes those things that we are to add to our faith—among them are self-control, godliness, mutual affection, and love. Peter adds this very revealing word: “But whoever does not have [these qualities] is nearsighted and blind, forgetting that they have been cleansed from their past sins” (2 Peter 1:9).

That is frequently our problem. We demand of others that they act in a way that we ourselves could never achieve, and therefore we are severe and unbending, rigid in our demands. It is not that we do not need to deal with wrong. The problem is the spirit in which we do it. 

What our Lord is saying is that forgiveness is possible because we have been forgiven. Because this vast and staggering debt against us has been wiped out by the grace of God, we have the capability of forgiving also. These words are addressed only to Christians. We cannot expect people of the world to live on this level. They may forgive an offense, but, even then, it is not on the same ground as Christians. Christian forgiveness eliminates that hardness of heart that often comes with unforgiveness. The Christian’s inner attitude is changed, and there is an acceptance of the person, an understanding and sympathy extended. This permits an honest look at the problem, and opens the door for help. That is the first reason Jesus said we must forgive each other—because we have been forgiven so very much ourselves.

Torment From an Unforgiving Spirit

The second reason we must forgive is because of the torment that an unforgiving spirit inflicts upon us,

In anger his master handed him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed. This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother or sister from your heart. (Matthew 18:34-35)

This has been greatly misunderstood by many, thinking that God is saying to people in general, “Unless you forgive others, I won’t forgive you.” But that indicates a distorted understanding of the passage. This is addressed to those who have already been forgiven, and therefore God knows they have the ability and capacity to forgive. But if they will not exercise it, the Lord Jesus says, if they insist upon going back to the ground of justice with others, well then, that is the way God will handle them. If we insist on justice, we will be given justice ourselves. As James tells us, “Judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been merciful” (James 2:13). 

The result will be that we are “handed …over to the jailers to be tortured.” This is a marvelously expressive phrase to describe what happens to us when we do not forgive another. It is an accurate description of gnawing resentment and bitterness, the awful gall of hate or envy. It is a terrible feeling. We cannot get away from it; we cannot escape it. We find ourselves powerless to avoid it. We feel strongly this separation from another, and every time we think of them, we feel within the acid of resentment and hate eating away at our peace and calmness. This is the torturing that our Lord says will take place. In the book of Hebrews we read, “See to it that…no bitter root grows up to cause trouble and defile many” (Hebrews 12:15).

A number of years ago I had a difficulty with another Christian. This man had done an injustice to me, a very evil thing as I saw it. It hurt me greatly. But the trouble was, he was living about three thousand miles from me, and he did not even know how I felt about him. The bitterness I had did not bother him in the least—but, oh, how it bothered me. It ate at me constantly. I could not forget it. It was always recurring. At every mention of his name I could feel the acid eating in my own heart until, fortunately, while reading the Scriptures I ran across certain verses that deal with unforgiveness, and I realized that the problem was not with him but with me. By grace I was enabled to put it away and forgive him, to write to him and tell him so, and to forget it. Immediately peace filled my own heart. Jesus says that if you do not forgive, this torture will go on for as long as you refuse to forgive. 

I had a striking illustration of that occur a number of years ago. A woman in her eighties told me that, fifty years before, her aunt had said something insulting to her, and this woman had never forgiven her. Fifty years later she could recount the event to the precise detail, and she felt all the same bitterness, anger, and resentment welling up within her as when it originally occurred. It was no wonder to me that, by this time, she had become a bitter, crotchety, quarrelsome, unhappy woman who could find no happiness in life whatsoever. She was still in the hands of the torturers fifty years later.

Forgiveness toward All

In Matthew 18:21, Peter asked the question about forgiving his brother or sister—those who belong to the Lord. But God asks us to go beyond forgiving our brothers and sisters in Christ, to forgiving all who have done wrong to us (see Matthew 6:12).

Forgiving a person does not mean denying that we have been hurt or offended. We can acknowledge that the other person has done wrong to us in some way and that a penalty is due, just as we have wronged God and there is a penalty due. But, just as God released us from that penalty because of Jesus’ sacrificial death on the cross, by God’s grace we can release the person who has wronged us from the penalty due them, and we can pray for them. We can put that person in God’s hands and allow Him to deal with the injustice, knowing that:

· If the person is not a Christian, and they truly repent and come to God through faith in Jesus Christ, then they will be changed and will probably seek our forgiveness. 

· If they don’t repent, then they will have to face the Lord at the final judgment. In the meantime, even in this life, as Galatians 6:7b says, “A man reaps what he sows.”

Now, if the person is a Christian, a fellow brother or sister, we need to remember:

· If they are a Christian and do not repent when you confront them with the wrong they have done to you, God will deal with them. God forgives Christians for our sin, but that does not mean there are never consequences here in the world. “Anyone who does wrong will be repaid for their wrongs, and there is no favoritism” (Colossians 3:25).

· If the person is a Christian and repents, then we should rejoice—our brother or sister has been restored to us. If they have truly repented, they will seek our forgiveness. Just as we want God to be merciful with us when we do wrong, we have to be merciful to the other person.

Christians are all forgiven by God. We no longer have to bear the penalty of our sin—death—because Jesus bore it for us, but as a loving Father, God is working in us to change us to be like Him (see Romans 8:28-29). And, because He is a loving parent, when we do wrong He may have to discipline us. He wants us to see and understand what we have done wrong and to repent. First John 1:9 says, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” 

Imagine that you have been rude to a fellow Christian (or injured them in some way). God’s doesn’t want you to excuse yourself because “you didn’t feel good” or “you were having a bad day.” No, according to 1 John 1:9, He wants you to see and acknowledge your wrong. He wants you to make that wrong right (see Matthew 5:23-24). This is part of growing and maturing in Christ. If you don’t see the wrong you have done, or if you refuse to acknowledge it and repent of it, then He will have to deal with you, as a loving parent, until you do. He will also deal, lovingly and firmly, with the Christian who has offended you in the same way,

If, after forgiving the person who has offended you and placing them in God’s hands, feelings of unforgiveness arise in your heart, know that they are just that—feelings. Go to the Lord with these feelings, ask God to change your heart, and then pray for that other person. 

Remember, God commands us to forgive. In our own power we cannot do this, but with His power we can (see Philippians 4:13).

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Lesson 9 Commentary.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Lesson 9 commentary, “The Unmerciful Servant,” covering Matthew 18:23-25, or from your teacher’s lecture?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

For our concluding lesson in the parables, we will look at the parable of the wedding banquet, found in Matthew 22:1-14. This parable grew out of our Lord’s continued difficulties and verbal exchanges with the chief priests and the Pharisees during the last week of His ministry, when the time was nearing for Him to go to the cross. 

Second Day:

The enmity toward Jesus had sharpened, and the chief priests and Pharisees were plotting to kill Him. To help us understand this parable, we will look at the background and setting in which Jesus told it. 

1.
a.
Read Matthew 21:12-13, which took place after Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem on what we call Palm Sunday. What area did Jesus enter? (Matthew 21:12a)

b.
What did He do and say? (Matthew 21:12b-13)

2.
a.
Read Matthew 21:23-27. Where was Jesus and what was He doing when the chief priests and the elders came to Him? (Matthew 21:23a)

b.
What question did they ask him? (Matthew 21:23b)

3.
a.
On what condition did Jesus agree to answer them? (Matthew 21:24)

b.
What question did Jesus ask them? (Matthew 21:25a)

4.
a.
What answer did the chief priests and elders give Him (Matthew 21:27a)?

b.
What was their reasoning? (Matthew 21:25b-26)

5.
What was Jesus’ final answer to them regarding the source of His authority? (Matthew 21:27b)

6.
Personal: From the reasoning of the religious leaders in Matthew 21:25b-27, do you believe these men were looking for the truth? Are you honestly looking for God’s truth in order to apply it to your life?

Third Day:

1.
a.
Read Matthew 21:28-46, which will help us understand the attitude of the people to whom Jesus told the parable of the wedding banquet. What did the man ask his first son? (Matthew 21:28)

b.
What was the first son’s response? (Matthew 21:29)

2.
a.
What did the man ask his second son? (Matthew 21:30a)

b.
What was the second son’s response? (Matthew 21:30b)

3.
The religious leaders acknowledged that the first son had done what the father wanted. How did Jesus apply this parable to these leaders? (Matthew 21:31b-32)

4.
In Matthew 21:33-44 Jesus then told a parable that described how the Jews
 had killed the prophets and would eventually kill God’s Son. What did He then tell them plainly in Matthew 21:43?

5.
How did these leaders respond to Jesus’ statement? (Matthew 21:45-46)

6.
Personal: Have you ever been guilty of rejecting some truth God was trying to teach you? If you would like, share with the class what it was and what happened when you finally accepted and acted upon the truth.

Fourth Day: Read Matthew 22:1-14, concentrating on verses 1-7.

1.
Jesus told these religious leaders yet another parable. To what did He compare the kingdom of heaven? (Matthew 22:1-2)

2.
How did those who had been invited respond? (Matthew 22:3)

3.
What did the king do next in an effort to convince them to come to the banquet? (Matthew 22:4)

4.
When once again presented with an invitation to the banquet that contained many delicacies, how did some of the invitees respond? (Matthew 22:5)

5.
a.
These people treated the king’s invitation, and thereby the king and his son, with scorn and indifference. How did the rest of those who were invited respond? (Matthew 22:6)

b.
What did the king do in response to the murder of his servants? (Matthew 22:7)

6.
Personal: Are you ever guilty of trivializing the things of God—of treating them with scorn or indifference? What will you do about it?

Fifth Day: Review Matthew 22:1-14, concentrating on verses 8-10.

1.
What did the king say to his servants about the wedding banquet and those who had been invited? (Matthew 22:8)

2.
a.
Challenge: Who does a wedding banquet honor? 

b.
Challenge: In general, describe what you believe a wedding banquet is supposed to be like. 

c.
Challenge: Do you think it would be important for those who are invited to attend? 

d.
Challenge: If you were the one hosting the banquet, or the one for whom it was given, how would you feel if no one attended?

3.
a.
How did the king fill the banquet hall? (Matthew 22:9)

b.
What types of people were included? (Matthew 22:10)

4.
In this parable, Jesus was telling these religious leaders that since they had consistently rejected the invitation to experience the privilege and joy of being God’s people, the invitation would be extended to the Gentiles (those who are not Jewish). Read John 3:16 and Revelation 22:17. What do you learn about who is invited to experience these blessings?

5.
Personal: And so God’s invitation goes out to all who will hear and respond. Because of Jesus Christ, we can share in all the good things God has prepared for us here and now and on into eternity. Have you accepted His invitation? If not, won’t you accept it right now? Turn to page 5 if you would like to better understand this invitation.

Sixth Day: Review Matthew 22:1-14, concentrating on verses 11-14. 

The parable takes a sudden turn here. A rather strange event occurs. 

1.
What did the king notice when he came in to see the guests? (Matthew 22:11)

2.
a.
For a royal celebration, such as the marriage of the king’s son, it would be important to be properly clothed. Since the people attending this banquet had been gathered from the streets, it is quite likely that the king had provided the appropriate clothing.
 What happened to this man who did not avail himself of the wedding clothing the king had so graciously provided? (Matthew 22:13)

b.
Everyone was called to come to the banquet—both the original invitees and those on the highways and byways—but only those who accepted the invitation and availed themselves of the wedding clothing that was provided were chosen to enter and share in the good things that the king had prepared. What did Jesus say about this in Matthew 22:14?

Shortly after the time that Jesus told this parable, He died on the cross to pay the price for the sin of all people (as we saw in John 3:16) and to bring us into a joyous relationship with Himself, in order that we might enjoy all that He has prepared for us (see 1 Corinthians 2:9). After He rose from the dead, He sent His disciples out with the gospel, His invitation to everyone (as we saw in Revelation 22:17). Like the king in this parable, Jesus has invited everyone, and He has provided that which will make us acceptable.

3.
Jesus’ standard is perfection, and we all fall short (see Romans 3:23). From Isaiah 64:6a, how are our righteous deeds (that is, the best we can do without Him) described?

4.
From Isaiah 61:10b, describe how the Lord has clothed us.

5.
Read Romans 3:22-24. To whom is this righteousness given, and how do we obtain it? 

6.
Personal: Perhaps you have counted yourself as a Christian, yet you have been relying on what you do, your righteous acts, to make you acceptable to God. Does today’s lesson help you understand what God has provided for you? In your own words, explain what Jesus Christ has done for you.

Treasures from the Parables

Lesson 10
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The Wedding Banquet

Matthew 22:1-14

For our concluding lesson on these particular parables of Jesus, let us turn to Matthew 22 and look at the parable of the wedding banquet. This parable grew out of our Lord’s continued difficulties and verbal exchanges with the chief priests and the Pharisees during the last week of His ministry, when the time was nearing for Him to go to the cross. The enmity toward Him had sharpened tremendously throughout the city, and the chief priests and Pharisees were plotting together to kill Him. 

Knowing that His time was short, Jesus spoke very brusquely to them, and warned them about what was going to happen. Part of that information was given in the form of this parable, which is built upon what He had said to them earlier, as recorded in Matthew 21:43, “Therefore I tell you that the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people who will produce its fruit.” Here is His announcement to the Pharisees that they were to lose their privileged position, and that the gospel was thereafter to go out to all nations everywhere.

In Matthew 22:1-7, we have our Lord’s description of God’s invitation to the nation, their indifference to and refusal of His gracious invitation, their violence toward His messengers, and finally His prediction of the ultimate destruction of the city of Jerusalem:

Jesus spoke to them again in parables, saying: “The kingdom of heaven is like a king who prepared a wedding banquet for his son. He sent his servants to those who had been invited to the banquet to tell them to come, but they refused to come. Then he sent some more servants and said, ‘Tell those who have been invited that I have prepared my dinner: My oxen and fattened cattle have been butchered, and everything is ready. Come to the wedding banquet.’ But they paid no attention and went off—one to his field, another to his business. The rest seized his servants, mistreated them and killed them. The king was enraged. He sent his army and destroyed those murderers and burned their city.”

This was a clear prediction of what was going to happen to the nation of Israel as a result of their rejection of God’s invitation! All of it is couched in this figure of the wedding banquet. This is a Middle Eastern wedding scene, as we have previously noted in some of our Lord’s other parables. The custom was to invite people to the wedding banquet a long time before it actually occurred. Then, when the preparations were complete, servants were sent out to bid those who had already been invited to come.

The Lord was clearly referring to the nation Israel. Historically, they had been invited to the wedding long, long before, through the prophets whom God had sent to them. The invitation was to come, to honor His Son, and to share in the good things that were prepared. (Notice that in the parable the wedding banquet is for the king’s son.) And finally all things were ready. The Son was there in Israel’s midst, and was Himself extending this final call, “Come now, everything is ready.” But Israel, as a nation, refused to heed the invitation. As a consequence, we read in the next section, a worldwide invitation goes out to all people, everywhere:

“Then he said to his servants, ‘The wedding banquet is ready, but those I invited did not deserve to come. So go to the street corners and invite to the banquet anyone you find.’ So the servants went out into the streets and gathered all the people they could find, the bad as well as the good, and the wedding hall was filled with guests. (Matthew 22:8-10)

This was our Lord’s prediction that the gospel message, with its invitation to participate in all the good things God has planned, would go out to all the world. History has confirmed that this is exactly what has happened. The gospel has gone out to all the world, and whoever wants to may come (see Revelation 22:17). And through the centuries untold numbers, out of the highways and byways of life, the “good” and the “bad,” have responded to God’s invitation to share in all that He has planned for those who, by faith, come to Him.

However, this parable has a deeper significance, so let us to take a closer look.

An Invitation to Accept or Reject

Notice first that this occasion is a wedding banquet. Today we call them receptions, and as a pastor I am present at many receptions. Usually I find them joyful occasions marked by gladness, music, laughter, and a lot of food. The purpose of the reception or banquet is to give those who attend the opportunity to honor and rejoice with those who are being joined in marriage. The banquet in Jesus’ parable was given to celebrate the wedding of the king’s son.

Notice also the nature of the call. It was an invitation. It was not a summons from the draft board to report for duty. It was an invitation that recognized the right of the ones invited to reject it, if they so desired. It was without coercion or compulsion. “Well,” someone may say, “wait a minute! Doesn’t it say here that the king was angry when they refused to come? And that he sent his troops and destroyed those people and burned their city? That looks pretty compulsory to me.” Yes, he did do that. But notice when he did it. He did not grow angry when they refused His invitation. Instead, he sent other servants to plead with them. Here we see the patience and kindness of God. There is no resentment on His part at this callous refusal to come when everything has been made ready. Rather, He sends other servants and another entreaty, and He describes the banquet to them, trying to entice them to come. “Everything’s ready,” He says, “I’ve made ready the dinner, the oxen and the fattened cattle.” It was all ready, and He pleaded with them to come.

Now notice the reaction of these people. The record says that they refused to come. What stopped them? Why did they refuse? Matthew 22:5 tells us, “They paid no attention.” One went off to his field; another went to take care of some business. These people were putting the everyday concerns of their lives before this call to honor the king and his son, and to discover and enjoy all that the king had prepared. They were taking the ordinary, normal matters of business, and counting them as of far greater importance than this royal wedding banquet. They treated the king’s invitation, and thereby the king and his son, with scorn and indifference. Although this would have angered the king, it was not what prompted him to send his army in judgment.

Some went even further than merely ignoring the invitation. They seized, mistreated, and murdered the very messengers that the king had sent with his gracious invitation. They not only resisted the invitation and refused it, but they committed atrocities toward the messengers, which gives you an idea of their feelings toward the king who had invited them. This is revealing, is it not? It was then, only then, that the king became angry—after they had murdered the ones he sent—and it was then that he sent his army and destroyed the city.

Consider the hundreds of years God had been calling His people, the Israelites (Jews), to come to Him and enjoy all the benefits that He already had prepared for them. Time and again He sent prophets to them, only to have those prophets ignored or worse—many were mistreated and murdered. And then, as Jesus, the very Son of God, was in their midst, healing the sick, raising people from death, working miracles, and inviting people to share in the blessings of God’s Kingdom, these religious leaders were plotting to have Him killed.

Is it any wonder that after the Jews consistently rejected God’s invitation and then murdered the very Son of God, the time had come to extend to the Gentiles God’s invitation to become part of His people, and to enjoy the blessings He had prepared for those who love him?

In this parable, the king was determined to have guests at the wedding to share in his joy and in the joy of his son, and to share in all the good things that he had prepared. So, since those he originally invited refused to come, the invitation went out to “the streets and alleys of the town” (Luke 14:21),
 to the places where there were all types of people—the respectable and the disreputable, the wealthy and the poor. The invitation went out to anyone who would hear, anyone who would respond. And soon the wedding hall was filled.

And so God’s invitation goes out to all who will hear and respond. Because of Jesus Christ, we can share in all the good things God has prepared for us here and now, and on into eternity. We can experience an abundant life, filled with peace, joy, and love, as we fellowship with God the Father and with His Son, Jesus Christ.

But, there is still more to this parable.

The Lack of Wedding Clothes

The parable takes a sudden turn here. A rather strange event occurs:

But when the king came in to see the guests, he noticed a man there who was not wearing wedding clothes. He asked, “How did you get in here without wedding clothes, friend?” The man was speechless. Then the king told the attendants, “Tie him hand and foot, and throw him outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” For many are invited, but few are chosen. (Matthew 22:11-14)

It may have been customary at that time for the one who gave the marriage banquet to provide wedding clothes for the guests to wear.
 Since the people attending this banquet had been gathered from the streets, it is quite likely that the king had provided the appropriate clothing. Yet when the king entered, he discovered among the guests a man without proper wedding clothes. 

When the king asked him, “How did you get in here without wedding clothes, friend?” the man was speechless; he had nothing to say. Remember, everyone, both “good” and “bad,” had been invited. They were invited just as they were; however, they were not to remain that way. The king had provided everything they needed in order for them to be acceptable in the banquet hall and to be permitted to share in all the good things that had been prepared. All they had to do was act upon the invitation… yet this man had not availed himself of what had been provided. So the king said, “Tie him hand and foot, and throw him outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” This man, who had expected to be received without putting on the clothing that the king had graciously provided, would not share in all that was prepared any more than those who had refused to come in the first place. 

And the Lord’s final pronouncement was, “For many are invited, but few are chosen.” Many have wondered what that sentence means. Everyone was called to come to the banquet—both the original invitees and those on the highways and byways—but only those who accepted the invitation and availed themselves of the clothing that was provided would be chosen to enter and share in the good things that the king had prepared.

Shortly after the time that Jesus told this parable, He died on the cross to pay the price for the sin of all people (see John 3:16). After He rose from the dead, He sent His disciples out to preach the Gospel, the good news. What is this good news? It is that God is sending out His invitation to everyone (see Revelation 22:17), and that if they put their faith in Jesus Christ and what He accomplished by His death and resurrection, their sin will be removed and they will be clothed in His righteousness,
 so that they will be acceptable to share in all the good things that He has planned for those who love Him.

The Gospel Is an Invitation to Joy 

Just as an invitation to a wedding is an invitation to a celebration filled with joy, so our Lord characterized God’s invitation—the gospel. It is not an invitation to a funeral, even though some people act as though becoming a Christian is equivalent to being soaked for a week in formaldehyde. It is an invitation, in other words, to life—life to the fullest—life as God intended. 

As we look around our world, we can see something of the goodness and the graciousness of God toward humanity. What a beautiful place He has prepared for us, even though it shows the effects of the curse placed on it (see Genesis 3:17-18). He has flung beauty abroad with a lavish hand! We see it on every side. This merely hints at the wonders God has prepared for each person. His invitation to us is not to unhappiness or sorrow, to drudgery or darkness, to fear or death; it is to life and to vitality, to excitement, joy, and gladness. God is inviting people to come alive, to discover what makes life exciting, challenging, wonderful. A phrase in Paul’s letter to the Romans comes to mind here: “For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking [it is not made up of mundane things, even enjoyable things such as food and drink] but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Romans 14:17). That is what God is calling us to.

A Christian young man had been talking with me about what he should be doing for the next few months of his life. He said, “I have two choices before me, two things I can do this summer. One of them I would really hate to do. It doesn’t have any appeal to me at all. I feel that perhaps I should do it, but I don’t want to. The other is something I really enjoy doing. It’s a ministry I delight in.” And he looked at me and said, “Of course, it’s not difficult for me to know which is the will of God. I know He wants me to do the hard thing, the difficult thing.” 

I asked him, “Why do you say that?” 

He said, “Well, isn’t that what God always wants? He wants us to do things that are tough and challenging and difficult.” 

I said, “My friend, I’m afraid you don’t know God very well yet. The Lord Jesus said, ‘I delight to do Thy will, O my God.’
 It is great, it is exciting, it is challenging to do the things that please Him.” 

A lady once said to me, “Oh, I had no idea that when I became a Christian, life would be as exciting and wonderful as it is. I accepted the Lord fifteen years ago, and I had no idea at the time that I would ever enter into the kind of peace, gladness, and joy that I’ve been experiencing lately.” That is the testimony of countless Christians down through the ages. 

I know there are exceptions. The philosopher, Nietzsche, once said about Christians, “If you want me to believe in your Redeemer, you’re going to have to look a lot more redeemed.” That is spoken of Christians who are not living in vital, daily, continual fellowship with the Lord, and who, because of that, don’t experience God’s peace and joy in the midst of every situation in life. 

So you see that when God issues His invitation through the gospel, He is inviting us to discover life—life as it can be—life to the full (see John 10:10).

Have you responded to God’s invitation? If you would like to know more, turn to page 5, or talk to your class leader or pastor.

This is the end of the study, Treasures from the Parables. There are no study questions for Lesson 10.
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�. Challenge questions are optional for those who want to dig deeper or write their personal opinion. The Personal questions are between the individual doing the study and God. Those answers may be shared in class only if the individual would like to.





�.  M. G. Easton M. A., D. D. Easton’s 1897 Dictionary of the Bible. “Parable.”


�.  For more information about the new birth, see � HYPERLINK  \l "do" ��page 5�.


�. A Gentile is anyone who is not a Jew.


�. Although the nation as a whole rejected Jesus as Messiah, there were many individuals who did believe (see John 8:30; 10:42).


�. Josephus, The Wars of the Jews VI.9.3.





�. The church is not a building, but is made up of all those who have put their faith in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ to take away their sin and bring them into relationship with God, the Father.





�. The church is not a building, but is made up of all those, in heaven and on earth (see Ephesians 3:14-15), who have accepted Jesus Christ as Savior. 





�. Frank E. Gaebelein, editor. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1990), notes on Matthew 25:1.





�. There is a certain measure of knowledge that can be gained by those who don’t know or fear the Lord, but that knowledge only goes so far. You can learn about the facts of biological, social, and intellectual life without knowing the One who created all life, but without knowing and fearing the Lord you cannot understand the full range of what life and living entails.





�. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, notes on Matthew 25:1.





�. There must have been at least enough oil to ignite their lamps before the flames began to go out. 





�. There are different interpretations of this parable, however most of them reflect this same principle—that of being faithful with what God has given.





�. A talent was a unit of weight of about 80 pounds, and when used for money, it was the value of that weight of silver. As a unit of currency, it was worth about 6,000 denarii. Since a denarius was the usual payment for a day’s labor, a talent was roughly the value of 20 years of work by an ordinary person. By modern standards, the 2009 US minimum wage was $7.25 per hour, which would amount to approximately $300,000 over 20 years, while at the median wage of $26,363 per year, it would be $500,000. [“Parable of the talents.” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, Nov 2014]





�. J.D. Douglas, Editor. Zondervan Illustrated Bible Dictionary. (Grand Rapids: 1987, 2011). “Tax Collector” p. 1425. Also from: “Publican.” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 14 Feb. 2015.





�. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, notes on Luke 15:3-7.





�. The first of the three parables, the parable of the lost sheep, was covered in the previous lesson.


�. The coins were “drachmas, each worth about a day’s wages” (Kenneth Barker, editor. The NIV Study Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1985). “A modern person might think of one drachma as the rough equivalent of a skilled worker’s daily pay in the place where they live, which could be as low as $1 USD, or as high as $100 USD, depending on the country” (“Greek drachma.” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 10 Nov. 2014.


�. The Expositors Bible Commentary, notes on Luke 15:8-10.





�. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, notes on Luke 15:11-12.





�. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, notes on Luke 16:19-20.





�. This is not the Lazarus that Jesus raised from the dead in John 11.





�. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, notes on Luke 16:19-20.


�. Ibid, notes on Luke 16:21-24.





�. At the time Jesus said this, all of God’s Word was contained in “Moses and the Prophets,” that is, in the Old Testament.





�. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, notes on John 12:14.


�. Jews who lived in other lands that had been influenced by the Greek or Hellenistic culture


�. Expositors Bible Commentary, notes on John 12:20.





�. Joy of Living editors added this and the following two sections as background for the setting of the mini-parable.


�. The hour of His death and resurrection


�. This fulfilled the Messianic prophecy in Zechariah 9:9.


�. “Hosanna!” means, “Save now!” (The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, notes on John 12:14).





�. Some commentators believe they approached Philip because he had a Greek name.


�. Jews who lived in other lands that had been influenced by Greek or Hellenistic culture


�. A Gentile is anyone who is not Jewish.


�. Expositor’s Bible Commentary, notes on John 12:20





�. See Genesis 1:31; 2 Corinthians 5:21; 1 John 3:5.





�. In Matthew 18:15, some Bible versions include the words “against you” after “If your brother or sister sins,” but these words are not in most of the earlier manuscripts, and are not included in the NIV.)





�. This could be any type of sin, whether intentional or unintentional. 


�. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, notes on Matthew 18:21-22.





�. Forbearance is a fruit of the Spirit. According to Merriam-Webster’s Online Dictionary it means: “the quality of someone who is patient and able to deal with a difficult person or situation without becoming angry.”


�. The bags of gold in this parable are called “talents” in many translations. According to the Expositor’s Bible Commentary, “Some recent estimates suggest a dollar value of twelve million; but with inflation and fluctuating precious metal prices, this could be over a billion dollars in today’s currency” (notes on Matthew 18:24-27).


�. The silver coins in this parable are called “denarii” in the many translations. According to the Expositor’s Bible Commentary, “Though worth but a few dollars in terms of metal currency, a hundred denarii represented a hundred days’ wages for a foot soldier or common laborer. Yet the amount is utterly trivial compared with what has already been forgiven him” (notes on Matthew 18:28-31).





�. Seventy-seven times, or “seventy times seven” as some translations render it, signifies a limitless amount (Expositor’s Bible Commentary, notes on Matthew 18:21-22).


�. The bags of gold in this parable are called “talents” in the original translation. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary says, “We glimpse some idea of the size of the indebtedness when we recall that David donated three thousand talents of gold and seven thousand talents of silver for the construction of the temple, and the princes provided five thousand talents of gold and ten thousand talents of silver (1 Chronicles 29:4,7). Also see � HYPERLINK  \l "q8d4q2" ��footnote on Lesson 8 questions, Fourth Day, question 2.�


�. This was a customary practice in those days.





�. The hundred silver coins in this parable are called “denarii” in the original translation. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary says, “Though worth but a few dollars in terms of metal currency, a hundred denarii represented a hundred days’ wages for a foot soldier or common laborer. Yet the amount is utterly trivial compared with what has already been forgiven him” (see notes on Matthew 18:28-31).





�. This section added by the Joy of Living editors.





�. It is important for us to remember that God did not, nor does He now, hate the Jewish people, nor has He rejected them (see Romans 11). The tax collectors and the prostitutes He was referring to as entering the kingdom of God were Jews. 





�. NIV Study Bible, note on Matthew 22:11.





�. There is another account of this parable in Luke 14:16-24.


�. NIV Study Bible, note on Matthew 22:11.





�. See Isaiah 61:10; 64:6; Romans 3:23; 6:23.


�. Psalm 40:8. This psalm is a messianic psalm written by King David as he was inspired by the Holy Spirit. It is “an account from the lips of the Messiah of His coming, His experiences, His reactions, and His motives in entering into this world to accomplish the work of redemption” (from the Joy of Living study, Psalms of Faith, p. 53).









