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Pilgrims in the Wilderness
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W
hen we hear the word wilderness, we often think of great stretches of 
raw nature—places that may be beautiful, yet difficult to inhabit. Israel 
experienced the wilderness shortly after being delivered in the exodus. 
It took the people only three days before they began complaining about 
water (Ex. 15:24). The wilderness is a trying place to live.

You may not realize it, but you and I live in the wilderness. The whole world 
does. Ever since we were exiled from Eden, we’ve been journeying through 

this fallen and hostile world. But the difference between Christians and non-Christians isn’t 
their experience; it’s their identity. Non-Christians are wanderers. Christians are pilgrims, 
passing through the wilderness to the promised land, the new Jerusalem. But the road is long. 
As a result, we’re often like children on a road trip who confuse the journey itself with the 
destination. We grow exasperated with the inconveniences and the waiting. Our hearts qui-
etly protest, “Will we ever get there?” Over time, this confusion hardens in one of two ways. 
We grow weary of the journey itself, settle into a dull sulk, and stare out the window as life 
passes us by, losing the energy and zeal that once marked our beginning. Or we lower our 
expectations and tell ourselves, “This is all there is.” We convince ourselves that gas-station 
food is sufficient and stiff legs are simply the cost of living. There’s another way, however. 
It’s the way of Jesus. His whole earthly life was marked by pilgrimage, from the wilderness 
temptation to being crucified on the wood of the cross. In between, He walked dusty roads, 
gathering disciples who followed Him without fully knowing where the journey would 
lead. Same wilderness, different identity: pilgrims—followers of Jesus Christ.

Following Jesus doesn’t remove us from the wilderness. But if we journey with Him, 
we receive His strength, His peace, and His destination (Heb. 12:22). What’s more, we 
receive His people. Just as ancient Israel traveled together, so the church journeys through 
this world as one people—beset by trials, yet united under one Lord and one salvation. 
And along the way, He feeds us manna from heaven, nourishing us by Word and sacra-
ment in Christ. The question isn’t whether we’re in the wilderness. The question is wheth-
er we realize what kind of journey we’re on. Modern life tempts us to deny the wilderness, 
to put on rose-colored glasses and pretend that hardship is abnormal. But the Bible tells 
us otherwise. This life is hard. Christian life is hard. Yet Christ overcame the wilderness, 
and He will bring His people safely home (John 14:3).
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A s a Scot living in the United 
States, I developed a mischie-
vous (but innocent) pleasure. 
If, after an elevator conversa-

tion, someone asked as I exited, “Where 
are you from?” I would smile and say, 
“Columbia, South Carolina”—and then 
enjoy puzzled looks as the doors closed. 
Apparently, I don’t sound as though I come 
from Columbia, S.C.

I wasn’t riding elevators to illustrate 
a Tabletalk article on the teaching of 
1 Peter 2:11 that Christians are “sojourn-

ers and exiles” here. But it isn’t a bad il-
lustration, is it? Because Peter is empha-
sizing that while as Christians we live in 
this world, we don’t belong to it the way 
others do. We belong to a “better country, 
that is, a heavenly one” (Heb. 11:16). Here 
we are “sojourners and exiles.” Therefore, 
our lives “speak” with a different “accent.” 
There is something distinctively and de-
finitively different, something “foreign,” 
about us. We cannot hide what we are or 
where we belong. And while those who 
are citizens of this world only may not 

Sojourners
and

Exiles
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T he Israelites spent forty years in 
the wilderness after the exodus 
from Egypt and the crossing 
of the Red Sea before they en-

tered the promised land. In the global 
scheme of their history, it was a relative-
ly short time, a single generation. Yet 
that history provided the material for 
an entire book of the Pentateuch, the 
book of Numbers, whose Hebrew name 
is “In the wilderness,” after its first word 
in Hebrew. The wilderness is also the 
context in which much of the material 

in Exodus, Leviticus, and Deuteronomy 
was given to Moses. As a result, subse-
quent Old Testament authors looked 
back on this period of Israel’s history as 
being of great relevance for their own 
times and places. The writer of Psalm 95, 
for instance, warned his hearers against 
imitating that wilderness generation in 
testing the Lord (Ps. 95:8–11). Therefore, 
the Apostle Paul was hardly breaking 
new ground when he told the Corin-
thians that Israel’s wanderings in the 
wilderness “took place as examples for 

be able to put their finger on it (“Are you 
from Germany?” I have been asked), they 
notice it and react. In fact, Peter (whose 
own accent once betrayed him) saw this 
as basic to our witness in the world and a 
reason that people would ask about “the 
hope that is in you” (1 Peter 3:15). It’s in-
teresting that Peter is not here urging 
us to start spiritual conversations with 
non-Christians (however worthy that 
might be); instead, he assumes that they 
will want to start the conversation, in-
trigued by our “accent.”

So we need to recognize that we have 
an “accent,” to own it rather than trying 
to disguise it, and to pray that the Lord 
will use it—employing the way that we 
live, speak, act, and behave with others—
so that we shine as lights in the world as 
we point to the Light of the World (Matt. 
5:14; John 8:12). Isn’t that how we want it 
to be? Thus, Christ will increase, and we 
will decrease (John 3:30), and whatever is 
Christ-attracting about us will point peo-
ple beyond us to the Lord Himself.

New Testament Christians were dual 
citizens, “in Christ . . . at Ephesus [or Ga-
latia, Corinth, or Rome].” We, too, live in 
this world but are, like our Savior and 
King, “not of the world” (John 17:14). It 
is important, therefore, to know what it 
means that “our citizenship is in heaven” 
(see Phil. 3:20).

Who, then, are we? We no longer “be-
long” here. Rather, we are “a chosen race, 
a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people 
for his own possession. . . . Once . . . not a 
people, but now . . . God’s people” (1 Peter 
2:9–10). Chosen, royal, holy, God’s pos-
session—we have become blessed, priv-
ileged, dignified beyond measure—and 
all because we have received mercy and 
a new nationality. “Ransomed, healed, re-
stored, forgiven, Who, like me, his praise 

should sing?” (Henry F. Lyte, “Praise, My 
Soul, the King of Heaven”).

Peter is here pointing to a fundamental 
structure of the Christian life: How we 
think about ourselves, understanding 
our new identity in Christ, transforms 
our motives, affections, desires, actions, 
and very existence. We now communi-
cate in a “foreign accent.” Yes, our en-
vironment remains the same, and we 
still use the same old language. But we 
no longer sound like people who en-
tirely belong here. Among other things, 
we now “abstain from the passions of 
the flesh” (2:11). Consequently, some 
are “surprised when [we] do not join 
them . . . and . . . malign [us]” (4:4). We 
may suffer a spiritual form of prejudice. 
Christ’s grace has made us surprising 
people after all. So the one thing that 
we ourselves should not be is surprised. 

It is increasingly clear today that Chris-
tians “don’t belong.” Socially, it has be-
come challenging to have a Christian 
“accent” and to believe, confess, and live 
out the gospel. But isn’t this how it was 
for New Testament Christians? So should 
we be surprised? No. Should we be intim-
idated and conform? No—for “if you are 
insulted for the name of Christ, you are 
blessed, because the Spirit of glory and 
of God rests upon you” (4:14). When that 
happens, it is altogether possible that 
some will “see your good deeds and glo-
rify God on the day of visitation” (2:12).

We are strangers here, pilgrims on a 
journey. So until we get home, let’s live 
as sojourners and exiles.

DR. SINCLAIR B. FERGUSON is a Ligonier Ministries 

teaching fellow, vice chairman of Ligonier Ministries, 

and Chancellor’s Professor of Systematic Theology at 

Reformed Theological Seminary. He is author of many 

books, including The Whole Christ.
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us” (1 Cor. 10:6). So what are the lessons 
that we should learn from this pivotal 
period in Israel’s journey?

the lord’s purposes  
in life’s wilderness
The first lesson from Israel’s time in the 
wilderness comes from recognizing the 
fact that it was the Lord Himself who 
brought the people there. The wilder-
ness through which Israel journeyed was 
a harsh and unforgiving environment. 
Food and water were extremely scarce, as 
were other resources necessary to sustain 
life. It was certainly not “a land flowing 
with milk and honey,” as the Lord had de-
scribed the land of Canaan that He would 
give His people (Ex. 3:8). Yet journeying 
through the wilderness was far from the 
only, or even the obvious, route by which 
Israel could have traveled from Egypt to 
the promised land. There was a short, di-
rect coastal road that the Israelites could 
have taken that would have brought the 
people into Canaan in the space of mere 
days or weeks.

Yet the Lord chose not to take Israel 
that way, “lest the people change their 
minds when they see war and return to 
Egypt” (13:17). The Egyptians had a series 
of forts along the way that hugged the 
coastline, and the Philistines who inhab-
ited the coastal plain farther east were 
formidable warriors. Even though the 
Lord could easily have overcome these 
obstacles just as He had parted the Red 
Sea, He chose instead to lead His people 
through the Red Sea and out into the wil-
derness. The wilderness was His good plan 
for their lives.

In the same way, Israel’s time in the wil-
derness shows us that the Lord’s wonderful 
plan for our own lives may include times 
of profound trial, suffering, and difficulty 
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as well as times of blessing and plenty. The 
Lord is our Shepherd when He brings us 
into wild and desolate places in life as well 
as when He leads us beside still waters 
and in green pastures (see Ps. 23). These 
may all be the routes that He has chosen 
to bring us to our ultimate place of rest.

Specifically, Israel’s experiences in the 
wilderness revealed to the people their 
hearts in a way that their experiences of 
triumph did not. When the Lord parted 
the Red Sea in front of the Israelites and 
drowned the Egyptian chariots and horse-
men behind them, Israel seemed thor-
oughly convinced of the Lord’s power to 
protect them and provide for the nation 
(Ex. 14). The people were eager to praise 
the Lord in the aftermath of a victory in 
which they had not been required to lift 
a finger against the Egyptians (15:1–21). 
Yet within three days in the wilderness, 
when they struggled to find water and 
then came to Marah, where the only wa-
ter was too bitter to drink, their hearts 
were uncovered as they also became bit-
ter against the Lord (vv. 22–24). This was 
Israel’s first test in the wilderness (v. 25), 
and the people failed it comprehensively. 

The persistent pattern of Israel’s grum-
bling against the Lord that began at Mar-
ah marked out much of the next forty 
years. The people grumbled about the 
lack of food (Ex. 16:2–3), the variety of 
food (Num. 11:4–6), the lack of water (Ex. 
17:1–3), and ultimately even the prom-
ised land itself (Num. 13–14), after the 
majority of the spies who had been sent 
to explore the land brought back a nega-
tive report of the viability of an invasion 
(13:27–29). The Lord’s concern about the 
Israelites’ changing their minds when they 
saw warfare and desiring to go back to 
Egypt was fully justified. An entire gen-
eration of Israelites were condemned to 

die in the wilderness as a result of their 
unbelief (14:28–30).

It was not until that unbelieving gen-
eration was finally replaced by a new, be-
lieving generation that progress could be 
made and the land that God had promised 
their fathers could be given to them. In-
deed, the book of Numbers is structured 
as the story of two generations: an unbe-
lieving generation that was judged for 
its sin and died in the wilderness (Num. 
1–25), and a second generation of faith 
that ends the book standing on the verge 
of entering the land (chs. 26–36).

The second generation’s faith is exem-
plified in the story of Zelophehad’s daugh-
ters, whose account brackets the narra-
tive of the second generation in Numbers 
27:1–11 and 36:1–12. Their father died in 
the wilderness, and it seemed that his line 
would come to an end with him since he 
had no sons to inherit his portion in the 
land of Canaan (27:3). That wouldn’t have 
bothered most of the first generation of 
wilderness Israelites, who didn’t believe 
that there was any serious likelihood of 
Israel’s inheriting the land. Zelophehad’s 
daughters, however, not only believed in 
God’s promise that there would be an in-
heritance, but they were bold enough to 
go to Moses and ask that they might join 
in sharing it. At the Lord’s command, the 
normal rules of inheritance, by which 
property went only to sons, were sus-
pended, and these bold young women’s 
faith received its fitting reward (27:5–11).

Like Zelophehad’s daughters, we as 
Christians need to trust in God’s prom-
ises and pursue full obedience to His 
Word, whether or not it seems to those 
around us likely to work out. Faith in 
God’s faithfulness always receives its 
fitting reward in due season, and the 
women’s faith stands as a model for us 

to emulate. Part of the reason that God 
brings us into the wilderness is to bring 
us face-to-face with difficulties that will 
allow our faith in Him and His promises 
to be tested and to grow.

the lord’s presence with his people
The second major lesson from the wilder-
ness wanderings was the Lord’s presence 
dwelling among His people. The Lord had 
certainly been with His people before the 
exodus. He was with the patriarchs while 
they sojourned in Canaan (e.g., Gen. 26:3), 
and He heard Israel’s groaning in Egypt 
under Pharaoh’s oppression, which led 
to His appearing to Moses at the burning 
bush and sending him to deliver the people 
from their bondage (Ex. 3:7–10). Yet God’s 
presence with His people reached a new 
level in the wilderness. The Lord revealed 
Himself to Moses in fire and smoke on 
Mount Sinai, giving the Israelites His law 
to guide their behavior (chs. 19–24). But 
He also dwelled with them in a special 
way in the tabernacle, an ornate tent that 
He gave detailed instructions for building 
in the latter half of the book of Exodus 
(chs. 25–40). In the ancient Near East, the 
king’s tent would typically be at the heart 
of the camp as his people went out to 
war, which is where the tabernacle was 
located during Israel’s travels. The Lord, 
the King of Israel, would, as it were, share 
the people’s sufferings as they wandered 
throughout the wilderness, going with 
them as they journeyed, camping where 
they camped, and moving on when they 
moved on. 

The ark of the covenant, a box covered 
in gold and topped with cherubim, was 
situated at the heart of the tabernacle, in 
the Most Holy Place (see ch. 25). It repre-
sented the footstool of the Lord’s invisi-
ble throne, which was situated above the 

The Lord is 
our Shepherd 
when He 
brings us 
into wild 
and desolate 
places in life, 
as well as 
when He leads 
us beside 
still waters 
and in green 
pastures.
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cherubim (Ps. 80:1), so that Moses could 
receive guidance from the Lord at the en-
trance to the tent whenever it was neces-
sary (Ex. 29:42). The Lord also went ahead 
of His people in the form of a pillar of 
cloud and a pillar of fire, guiding them 
when to stay longer in the place where 
they were camping and when to move 
on to the next location (Num. 9:15–23). 
In this way, the people had the Lord’s di-
rection and protection on every step of 
the journey in a way that was radically 
different from the experience of Abra-
ham, Isaac, and Jacob. 

This identification of the Lord with 
the sufferings of His people throughout 
their wilderness sojourn points forward 
to His even fuller identification with us in 
the incarnation. In the prologue to John’s 
gospel, when John tells us that the Word 
became flesh and “dwelt” among us, he 
chooses a verb related to the Greek noun 
used to describe the tabernacle: Literally, we 
might say, the Word “tabernacled” among 
us (John 1:14). Jesus truly is “Immanuel” 
(God with us; Matt. 1:23), experiencing all 
the difficulties and sorrows of life in this 
wilderness world alongside us. Indeed, as 
Matthew’s gospel makes clear, Jesus per-
sonally reprised Israel’s history as a child, 
going down to Egypt and surviving a king’s 
genocidal threat to baby boys (Matt. 2:13–
15). Having returned from Egypt, Jesus 
then underwent baptism, a symbolic death 
and burial that parallels Israel’s crossing 
of the Red Sea (Matt. 3:13–17; see 1 Cor. 
10:2), before going out into the wilderness 
for forty days and forty nights, paralleling 
Israel’s forty-year wilderness wanderings 
(Matt. 4:1–11). There in the wilderness, Je-
sus faced three temptations that matched 
Israel’s temptations, but whereas Israel 
failed repeatedly, Jesus perfectly obeyed 
in His wilderness trial, never grumbling 

or complaining against the Lord. Instead, 
He faithfully quoted Scripture to the dev-
il, showing His constant dependence on 
God’s Word. Jesus rewrote Israel’s story, 
as it were, replacing the nation’s failure 
and the judgment of death that it merited 
with an obedience that merits life for Him-
self and for all those who are His people.

god’s faithfulness, his forgetful-
ness, and ordinary days
Numbers 33 is an odd passage, one that 
you might be tempted to pass by in your 
daily Bible reading. The reason is obvious: 
It is simply a list of place-names where 
the Israelites camped in their wilderness 
wanderings. Yet it would be a mistake 
to ignore it. After all, the chapter begins 
by telling us that the Lord specifically 
commanded Moses to write down this 
list of place names for Israel to read (v. 2), 
so He must have had a good reason for 
including it in Scripture. What is that 
purpose, though?

If you look closely at the list of place-
names, interesting details start to emerge. 
Some of the place-names have additional 
details about what happened there. These 
turn out to be the places where the Lord 
intervened to bless His people: Rameses, 
where the people of Israel went out tri-
umphantly from their captivity (v. 3); 
Pi-hahiroth, where they crossed the Red 
Sea (v. 8); Elim, where there were twelve 
springs of water and seventy palm trees to 
meet their needs (v. 9); and so on. As they 
read this list of place-names, the Israelites 
would continually have been reminded 
of the Lord’s faithfulness to protect them 
and provide for them in the wilderness. 
These place-names were “ebenezers,” like 
the memorial stone that the Israelites erect-
ed in 1 Samuel 7:12, perpetual reminders 
that “till now the Lord has helped us.”

Yet the list also mentions many other 
places where Israel rebelled against the 
Lord. It includes Marah and Rephidim, 
where the Israelites grumbled about the 
lack of water (Num. 33:8, 14); Kibroth- 
hattaavah, where they complained about 
having no meat (v. 16); and so on. There 
is no mention, however, of any of these 
sinful grumblings in Numbers 33. If this 
list were the only record of Israel’s wil-
derness wanderings, we would never 
know that the people had sinned. This 
reminds us of the Lord’s intentional 
forgetfulness. He does not store up our 
sins in a book, waiting to throw them 
back in our faces at an opportune mo-
ment; rather, He takes His people’s sins 
and transgressions and removes them 
from us as far as the east is from the west 
(Ps. 103:12). As the psalmist puts it: “If 
you, O Lord, should mark iniquities,  
O Lord, who could stand? But with you 
there is forgiveness, that you may be 
feared” (Ps. 130:3–4).

The third category of place-names in 
the list of Numbers 33 is the locations 
where, as far as we know, nothing of 
significance happened; this would in-
clude places such as Dophkah and Alush 
(Num. 33:12–13). These places remind 
us that life is not simply made up of 
triumphant experiences of the Lord’s 
provision and humbling moments of 
our failure and sin but also includes its 
share of what we might call “plain-vanilla 
Tuesdays.” These are the days when we 
are engaged with the stuff of ordinary 
life, days that may seem at the time in-
significant but that are all part of our 
journey through the wilderness of life. 
In Numbers 33, these places, too, are in-
cluded in the list, making the total num-
ber of campgrounds that are recorded 
forty-two. This is not a random number 

but represents six times seven, leaving 
the new generation of Israel on the brink 
of the seventh seven, the Sabbath rest 
of life in the promised land. There Is-
rael would experience, in typological 
form, the blessing that awaits each of 
us at the end of our journey through 
this wilderness world: life in the land 
that God has prepared for us, the land 
flowing with milk and honey.

Our journey through life is also one 
that Jesus has triumphantly pioneered 
ahead of us (Heb. 12:2). In His humani-
ty, Jesus experienced the Lord’s provision 
of His every need as the Good Shepherd 
who led Him to green pastures and be-
side still waters (Ps. 23:2–3). Jesus also 
found the Lord to be His Good Shepherd 
in the darkest of valleys in life, guarding 
Him from all dangers (v. 4). And Jesus 
has now entered the heavenly banquet 
prepared for all His people by the Lord, 
with their cup running over and no need 
ever to leave (vv. 5–6). That provides us, 
His people—the present-day “church 
in the wilderness”—with great assur-
ance for our own individual journeys. 
Jesus Christ knows the difficulties and 
challenges that we face and accompa-
nies us through them. More than that, 
He has triumphed over them all already, 
and His perfect perseverance is now 
counted for us in place of our often com-
plaining and whining responses to life’s 
difficulties. All that is left for us to do is 
to persevere in faith, trusting in Jesus 
and looking to Him to provide for all 
our needs, until He welcomes us into 
His nearer presence forever.

DR. IAIN DUGUID is professor of Old Testament at 

Westminster Theological Seminary in Philadelphia. 

He is author of several books, including The Whole 

Armor of God and Turning the World Upside Down. 
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W e have all had experiences 
that have uniquely shaped 
who we are as individu-
als. Perhaps it was losing 

a parent at a young age, meeting our 
future spouse at a bookstore, getting a 
significant promotion at work, or suf-
fering a particular physical affliction. 
Although they may have been shared 
experiences, the circumstances attend-
ing them make them uniquely forma-
tive for us as individuals. When others 
want to truly know you, they need to 

know about the formative experiences 
of your life.

In the same way, the Lord Jesus had sev-
eral significant experiences that unique-
ly defined Him as the Messiah. Among 
them are His incarnation, baptism, temp-
tation, transfiguration, crucifixion, res-
urrection, and ascension. Each of these 
epochal events played a significant role 
in Jesus’ work as the Redeemer. Christ’s 
temptation by the devil in the wilder-
ness (Matt. 4:1–11; Mark 1:12–13; Luke 
4:1–13) is among the most frequently 

Christ 
in the  

Wilderness
Nick Batzig

misunderstood of these epochal messi-
anic experiences. 

Many read about Christ’s temptation 
without grasping the uniqueness of it for 
Him as the Redeemer. Instead, they first 
ask whether there are lessons to be learned 
about how we can resist temptation as 
He did. Though we can certainly glean 
important lessons from the example of 
Christ, His temptation in the wilderness 
was unique to His messianic person and 
work in redemptive history. How, then, 
can we rightly understand the redemptive 
significance of this unique experience for 
the Savior in the wilderness? We will first 
need to set it in context  in redemptive his-
tory and then consider the circumstances 
surrounding it (e.g., the actors, location, 
temptation, and outcome). When we do, 
we will see that Jesus was recapitulating 
old covenant Israel’s experience in the 
wilderness as the true Israel of God. 

At the very outset of the New Testament, 
Matthew tells us that Jesus is the prom-
ised “son of Abraham” (Matt. 1:1). Christ is 
the antitypical son of Abraham. Isaac and 
Jacob were types—forms or examples that 
pointed forward to the fulfillment of the 
promise, which was revealed in Christ, 
the antitype. Isaac was the typical son of 
promise; Jesus is the true and ultimate 
Son of promise. As Jacob was first called 
Israel in redemptive history (Gen. 32:28), 
it is fitting that the true son of Abraham, 
Jesus Christ, would Himself be the true 
Israel of God. 

Jesus understood the unique relation-
ship that He held to Abraham as the One 
who would fulfill the promises given to 
Abraham (Gen. 12:1–3). He told the Jews 
who opposed Him: “Your father Abraham 
rejoiced that he would see my day. He 
saw it and was glad” (John 8:56). Since 
Jesus is the promised son of Abraham, 

He is the covenant-keeping Redeemer. 
The promises of God passed down from 
Abraham are fulfilled in Jesus (Gal. 3:16). 
Since He is the true son of Abraham, ev-
eryone united to Him by faith is ingrafted 
into the true Israel (Rom. 11:11–24). The 
Apostle Paul explained this succinctly 
when he wrote, “If you are Christ’s, then 
you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs ac-
cording to promise” (Gal. 3:29), and “for 
all who walk by this rule, peace and mer-
cy be upon them, and upon the Israel of 
God” (6:16).

In the record of Jesus’ temptation in 
the wilderness, we find indications that 
Jesus is in fact the end-time Israel come 
to secure the promised blessings of God 
(2 Cor. 1:20). The Synoptic Gospels reveal 
that the Spirit of God drove Jesus into the 
wilderness (Matt. 4:1; Mark 1:12; Luke 4:1). 
As the agent of the new creation, the Holy 
Spirit was operative in Christ to bring 
about a new exodus for the people of God. 
As old covenant Israel had been led by 
the Spirit of God through the waters of 
the Red Sea and into the wilderness, so Je-
sus, the true Israel of God, passed through 
the waters of baptism and was led by the 
Spirit into the wilderness to bring about 
the new creation. The Spirit of the Lord 
with whom Christ was anointed at His 
baptism (Matt. 3:16–17) was the sovereign 
agent of what transpired in His experi-
ence in the wilderness. The Spirit drove 
Jesus into the wilderness to do what Is-
rael had failed to do—namely, secure the 
promised blessings of God by covenant 
obedience. As the typological son of God 
(Ex. 4:22), old covenant Israel was called 
to be the agent of blessing the nations. As 
was true of Adam, the son of God (Luke 
3:38) in the garden, however, Israel failed 
to obtain what was promised. It would be 
only through the obedience of the true 
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Israel of God that the blessings of God 
would be secured for His people out of 
every nation, tribe, language, and people 
(Rev. 5:9; 7:9; 13:7; 14:6). 

The wilderness experience for old cov-
enant Israel had been a period of testing. 
So, too, the wilderness experience for 
Jesus as the true Israel of God was one 
of testing. In the wilderness, God’s Son 
engaged in hand-to-hand combat with 
Satan. As soon as Adam brought sin and 
its deleterious effects into the world, the 
Lord gave the first gospel promise to man 
(the protoevangelium; Gen. 3:15). He gra-
ciously promised to send a Redeemer 
(i.e., the seed of the woman) to conquer 
the one who conquered man. In Christ’s 
coming into the world, the seed of the 
woman came to destroy the works of 
the evil one (1 John 3:8). In the wilder-
ness, Christ faced off with the serpent 
of old. He struck a decisive blow to him 
by resisting his temptations. This initial 
combat was necessary for Jesus, as true 
Israel, to carry on the work that He had 
come to do in destroying the work of the 
evil one. The New Testament scholar 
G.K. Beale draws the connection between 
what Jesus was doing in the wilderness 
and what Israel had failed to do in the 
later conquest of Canaan:

The defeat of the devil in the wilder-
ness may also be viewed secondarily 
to be Jesus’s first act of conquering the 
latter-day Canaanites in the promised 
land as true Israel. . . . Each of the Deu-
teronomy contexts reveals the goal of 
God’s desire for the people of Israel to 
remain faithful in the face of their temp-
tations: they would “go in and possess 
the good land which the Lord swore” to 
give “by driving out all your enemies 
from before you” (Deut. 6:18–19). 

The period of forty days and forty nights 
(Matt. 4:2) during which Jesus fasted in 
the wilderness is also a significant cir-
cumstance of His temptation. As Israel 
had been forty years in the wilderness, so 
Jesus experienced an analogous period of 
testing. Additionally, Jesus was acting as 
the greater Moses in the wilderness. The 
Lord called Moses to be the representative 
leader of His people throughout their time 
in the wilderness. Moses fasted for forty 
days and forty nights on the mountain 
as he received the revelation of God (Ex. 
34:28). Jesus cited the very words that Mo-
ses spoke to Israel at the mountain (Deut. 
8:3; 6:16; 6:13). Beale again explains:

Each response by Jesus to Satan is tak-
en from a response by Moses to Israel’s 
failure in the wilderness (Deut. 8:3 in 
Matt. 4:4; Deut. 6:16 in Matt. 4:7; Deut. 
6:13 in Matt. 4:10). Jesus succeeds in 
resisting the same temptations to which 
Israel succumbed.

Israel was tested with hunger but failed 
by complaining and grumbling about the 
Lord and His gracious provisions (Deut. 
8:3). Israel was tested as to the fidelity of 
its worship but failed by worshiping the 
idol-gods of the nations around it (6:13–15). 
Israel rebelled at Meribah and at Massah 
by questioning God’s power (6:16). Jesus 
resisted the temptation to hunger, worship, 
and power in His three temptations. Behind 
this was the threefold temptation of our 
first parents in the garden. The temptation 
of Jesus in the wilderness carries with it 
the same structure as the temptation of 
Adam and Israel. Satan tempted our first 
parents with “the desires of the flesh and 
the desires of the eyes and pride of life” 
(1 John 2:16). Eve ate the fruit of the Tree 
of Knowledge of Good and Evil when she 

allowed herself to believe that it was “good 
for food, pleasant to the eyes and desirable 
to make one wise” (Gen. 3:6).

Jesus’ obedience in the wilderness was 
a necessary part of His accomplishment 
of redemption (Rom. 5:19). Whereas 
Adam and Israel disobeyed in their rep-
resentative roles, Jesus obeyed as the last 
Adam and true Israel—the end-time Son 
of God and son of Abraham. By His obe-
dience, Jesus struck a necessary blow to 
the evil one. By His death, Christ dis-
armed principalities and powers (see 

Col. 2:15). At Calvary, the promised seed 
of the woman crushed the head of the 
serpent while being bruised for our in-
iquities. In His resurrection, Jesus is 
shown to be the victorious last Adam 
and true Israel of God—the Head of a 
redeemed humanity. God calls us to trust 
Him alone for the enjoyment of the cov-
enant blessings that He secured by His 
obedience.

REV. NICK BATZIG is senior pastor of Church Creek 

Presbyterian in Charleston, S.C.
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J .R.R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings 
has captivated the imagination 
of millions since the first vol-
ume was published in 1954. It 

tells the enchanting tale of whimsical 
hobbits who embarked on a journey to 
save Middle-earth. Traveling with them 
on the perilous mission to Mordor were 
an elf, a dwarf, a wizard, and a man. Al-
ways working against the hobbits and 
their fellow travelers was the Dark Lord 
Sauron. To thwart their mission, the sor-
cerer commissioned vast orc armies and 
the shadowy Ringwraiths. Throughout 
their journey, the small band was often 
plagued with fear, exhaustion, and de-
spondency. On occasion, they despaired of 
life itself. They wondered how they could 
carry on in the face of so many obstacles 

and setbacks. At timely junctures, how-
ever, doubts and fears were met by unex-
pected encounters of warm hospitality. 
Allies in the war against evil provided the 
weary travelers with much-needed pro-
vision. They never would have survived 
the burdensome journey without these 
safe havens of friendship. Sweet table fel-
lowship quieted their fears, renewed their 
strength, and bolstered their resolve in 
the quest to destroy the One Ring.

The Christian life is also a journey. For 
most of us, it’s an arduous one. Perhaps 
that’s why stories like The Lord of the Rings 
are so compelling to Christians. They in-
vite sober reflection on our own journey 
as pilgrims traveling through the hostile 
“Middle-earth” of this present evil age (Gal. 
1:4; Eph. 6:12–13). As we make our way to 

Strength 
for the Journey

Jon D. Payne

the Celestial City, such stories elicit the 
same feelings of anguish and hope that we 
experience in our own lives. They power-
fully remind us that we cannot survive the 
journey alone. Solo travel is not a viable 
option (Rom. 12:4–8). Pilgrims on the way 
need God’s spiritual provision and cove-
nant people. God furnishes His people with 
what they need both in and through His 
Son. Indeed, Christ Jesus welcomes and 
strengthens His weary pilgrims through 
the ordinary means of grace in the local 
church—an outpost of heavenly provision 
(1 Tim. 3:15; 1 Peter 2:2–3).

The necessity of God’s gracious provi-
sion for the journey of faith is a precept 
taught long before the emergence of the 
New Testament church. During ancient 
Israel’s long trek through the wilderness, 
under Moses’ leadership, God supplied the 
people with promises of salvation, man-
na from heaven, and water from the rock 
(Ex. 15–17). For forty years, God spread a 
veritable “table in the wilderness” for His 
covenant people (Ex. 16:35; Ps. 78:19). His 
provision of bread and water, however, 
was much more than a means to gain 
physical strength. They were heavenly 
signs pointing to something, or rather 
Someone, infinitely greater.

Fifteen hundred years after Moses, Jesus 
declared to the crowds at Capernaum:

“Your fathers ate the manna in the wil-
derness, and they died. . . . I am the liv-
ing bread that came down from heav-
en. If anyone eats of this bread, he will 
live forever. And the bread that I will 
give for the life of the world is my flesh.” 
(John 6:49, 51)

In other words, the manna in the wil-
derness signifies our Lord Jesus Christ. 
It points to Him. Compelled by infinite 

love, the Father sent His only begotten 
Son, “the true bread from heaven,” down to 
earth to give life to the world (John 6:32). 
Christians receive and are nourished by 
this life-giving Bread through the exercise 
of saving faith (Eph. 2:8–9). Christ Him-
self is our strength for the journey. The 
Welsh hymn writer William Williams 
gives poetic expression to this truth:

Guide me, O thou great Jehovah, pil-
grim through this barren land;

I am weak, but Thou art mighty; hold 
me with thy pow’rful hand;

Bread of heaven, Bread of heaven, feed 
me till I want no more,

Feed me till I want no more.

In addition to supplying Israel with 
manna from heaven, God miraculously 
provided fresh drinking water from the 
rock. This occurred when Israel “camped at 
Rephidim, but there was no water for the 
people to drink” (Ex. 17:1–7). Therefore, 
God commanded Moses to strike the rock at 
Mount Horeb. As a result, the rock became 
a spring of water for parched Israel. It was 
a miracle. Like the manna, however, the 
rock pointed to something far greater than 
Israel’s physical sustenance in the wilder-
ness. Concerning this Rock, the Apostle 
Paul states: “Our fathers . . . all drank the 
same spiritual drink. For they drank from 
the spiritual Rock that followed them, and 
the Rock was Christ” (1 Cor. 10:1–4). Jesus 
is the spiritual Rock that provides us with 
the water of life. Jesus announces that He 
is the “living water” and that whoever re-
ceives Him possesses a “spring of water 
welling up to eternal life” (John 4:10, 14). 
Kim Riddlebarger explains:

The events which Paul recounts from 
Israel’s history prefigure the realities 
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that have now dawned on the messianic 
age. God did these things during Israel’s 
journey through the wilderness to en-
sure that his purposes would ultimately 
be accomplished, and that redemptive 
history would reach its ultimate goal 
with the coming of the Messiah.

Furthermore, Israel’s journey through the 
wilderness prefigures our own. Jesus Christ, 
the greater Moses, delivered us from Sa-
tan’s captivity through His shed blood, 
smeared on the crossbeam of Calvary. 
Christ is our Passover Lamb (1 Cor. 5:7). 
Through the waters of Christian baptism, 
prefigured by the baptism of Moses and 
Israel through the Red Sea, we, by sover-
eign grace, embark on a lifetime journey of 
faith (1 Cor. 10:1–2). The demanding trek 
takes us through the thorny wilderness of 
this present evil age. It’s a hostile age in 
which faith is fiercely tested by Satan, sin, 
and suffering. But we do not travel alone. 
Christ is our faithful companion and loyal 

friend (Matt. 28:20; Heb. 13:5). Nor are we 
left to rely on our own spiritual resourc-
es. Christ Himself, through the ministry 
and fellowship of the church, provides 
all our spiritual needs. He renews, com-
forts, and strengthens our faith through 
the Word, sacraments, and prayer (Acts 
2:42; 1 Cor. 1:18). Therefore, to neglect 
Christ’s means of grace and eschew fel-
low pilgrims is analogous to a hobbit’s 
facing the powerful Lord Sauron and the 
mighty orc army alone. It’s a quest that is 
doomed to fail and end in spiritual ruin.

A better way is to heartily embrace 
active membership in a biblical church. 
Through a faithful ministry, Jesus Him-
self provides leadership and provision 
for His redeemed pilgrims. He is life- 
giving Bread from heaven and a Rock 
who quenches spiritual thirst. A healthy 
local church, therefore, is a spiritual wa-
tering hole in the wilderness.

Through faithful preaching, Christ per-
sonally nourishes our souls with gospel 

promises. As the waters of baptism are 
poured out, Christ assures us that noth-
ing, not even the vast armies of hell, can 
separate a believer from union with Him. 
As the elements of bread and wine are dis-
tributed during the Lord’s Supper, Christ, 
by His Spirit, personally fortifies our faith 
and comforts us. When the minister prays 
for weak and weary pilgrims during the 
pastoral prayer, the Great High Priest re-
news our affections and strengthens our 
resolve to continue our spiritual journey 
through the treacherous “Misty Moun-
tains” of this life.

Understood in this light, Lord’s Day 
worship is, first and foremost, a top-down 
affair. The focus is not on our creative per-
formance for God but on God’s work of 
salvation for us. A widespread misunder-
standing on this point may account for the 
large number of spiritually malnourished 
believers in our day. Believers who live be-
tween the exodus and the promised land 
don’t need more sanctified entertainment 

and therapeutic advice. They need Christ 
through Word and sacrament. They need 
the soul-nourishing ministry of the local 
church. They need fellow pilgrims who, 
with love and solidarity, confess the faith 
once for all delivered to the saints (Jude 
3). Dear believer, this is what you and I 
need for the journey of faith more than 
anything else. It’s what we need to endure 
and to be useful to God along the way. 
Like the early Christians, let us “devote 
[ourselves] to the apostles’ teaching  and 
the fellowship, to the breaking of bread 
and the prayers” (Acts 2:42).

The hobbits and their friends would 
have never made it through the rugged 
terrain of Middle-earth or the unspeak-
able dangers of Mordor without help and 
encouragement along the way. Moreover, 
their friendship, fellowship, and mutual 
support played a crucial role in reaching 
their destination and fulfilling their mis-
sion. Tolkien’s fanciful myth reminds us 
of essential biblical truth.

The Christian life is not designed to be 
an autonomous journey of self-reliant 
faith. A thousand times, no. As we traverse 
this dark wilderness to the lush hills of 
the new creation, Jesus promises to guide, 
instruct, feed, and nourish His redeemed 
pilgrims through the ordinary means of 
grace. Through the ministry of Word and 
sacrament, Christ gives us Himself and 
powerfully reminds us that we do not 
make our way to the “Undying Lands” 
alone. He is with us, along with our fel-
low pilgrims. Dear pilgrim believer, there’s 
no better way to travel.

DR. JON D. PAYNE is senior pastor of Christ Church 

Presbyterian in Charleston, S.C., and executive 

coordinator of the Gospel Reformation Network. He 

is author of several books, including In the Splendor 

of Holiness. and John Owen on the Lord’s Supper.
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life is not 
designed 
to be an 
autonomous 
journey of self-
reliant faith.
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W hat will our next home 
be like? Many people 
know the joy of living in 
the same place for most 

of their lives. Others, like my wife and 
me, have experienced the providential 
adventure of moving many times. She 
was a missionary kid and a pastor’s kid. 
Her family traveled the country in a van, 
lived in many states, and spent years in 
Europe as missionaries. I grew up as a mil-
itary kid, and every few years the Marine 
Corps loved us and had a wonderful plan 
for our lives, which meant constantly 
moving us someplace new. After getting 
married, my wife and I lived in many 
places together (mostly school related), 
and it was not until we had been mar-

ried fourteen years and were in our late 
thirties that either one of us had lived in 
the same place for more than four years. 
We have wondered many times, “What 
will our next home be like?”

For the Christian, this question is very 
real and immensely practical. Whether 
we have lived in the same home for many 
years or wandered about like windswept 
nomads, we are all a pilgrim people. No 
matter where on earth we live, life slowly 
and effectively teaches us that this world 
is not our home. As the old hymn “Turn 
Your Eyes upon Jesus” goes, “The things of 
earth will grow strangely dim in the light 
of his glory and grace.”

Few examples in the Bible demonstrate 
this pilgrim perspective better than the life 

Our Heavenly
Homeland

Eric B. Watkins

of God’s people, particularly Abraham and 
Sarah, as described in Hebrews 11:13–16:

These all died in faith, not having re-
ceived the things promised, but having 
seen them and greeted them from afar, 
and having acknowledged that they 
were strangers and exiles on the earth. 
For people who speak thus make it clear 
that they are seeking a homeland. If they 
had been thinking of that land from 
which they had gone out, they would 
have had opportunity to return. But as 
it is, they desire a better country, that 
is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not 
ashamed to be called their God, for he 
has prepared for them a city.

The unique emphasis of these verses is 
the life of Abraham and Sarah. Though 
they are part of the “hall of faith” that 
includes Abel, Enoch, and Noah, Enoch 
did not die, and only Abraham and Sar-
ah were called to leave one homeland 
in search of another (v. 15). The author 
of Hebrews is highlighting a particular 
point of tension in the life of Abraham and 
Sarah: They died “not having received the 
things promised” (v. 13). There is a certain 
irony in this statement. In fact, it seems 
almost contradictory to the facts. God had 
promised several things to Abraham: a 
people (children), a place (the promised 
land of Canaan), and a kingly descendant, 
One through whom the nations would 
be blessed.

At first blush, it would seem that by the 
time Abraham died, these promises were, 
in many ways, already fulfilled. Isaac was 
born (albeit when Abraham and Sarah 
were one hundred years and ninety years 
old, respectively). Other sons were born 
to Abraham, and it appears as though the 
promise of innumerable descendants was 

already bearing fruit. Abraham and Sarah 
also found their way, by God’s leading, to 
the land of Canaan, as God had promised. 
And though Isaac bore no kingly role, it 
was clear that the hand of God was on him 
and that God’s plan for him was not simply 
to bless him but to bless others through 
him. This is so often how it works with 
God’s people then and now: He blesses us 
not simply for our sakes but so that we 
might also be a blessing to others. From 
a human point of view, God had done 
what He said He would do; He had kept 
His promise to be a blessing to Abraham.

The author of Hebrews, while affirming 
God’s faithfulness to His promises, also 
acknowledges that there was something 
not yet complete about the fulfillment of 
them. To say it differently, the earthly fulfill-
ment of each of these promises was meant 
to give way to an even greater heavenly 
fulfillment. The biological descendants of 
Abraham would grow into a big, beautiful 
family in the nation of Israel, but God had 
an even greater family in store for Abra-
ham—the church. Abraham would become 
not simply the biological father of Israel, 
so to speak, but the spiritual grandfather 
of all who believe in Christ Jesus. Those 
who are in Christ have Abraham in com-
mon as a spiritual grandfather.

In the last promise—that of a kingly 
descendant who would become a bless-
ing to the nations—it is very easy to see 
how it was pointing to Jesus Christ. What 
God had in store as He made that promise 
to Abraham was clearly more than Isaac 
would ever become, and even greater than 
any of the kings of Israel would become 
as well. Neither Saul nor David nor Solo-
mon would ever become what the Son of 
God would. Not only did God know this, 
but the Bible also seems to indicate this 
as well. Jesus said in John 8 that Abraham 

22  T A B L E T A L K   M A R C H  2 0 2 6 T A B L E T A L K M A G A Z I N E . C O M  23  



saw Christ’s day and rejoiced. What ex-
actly Abraham saw and rejoiced over is 
a matter of curious speculation. Some 
commentators suggest that it was when 
God gave Isaac back to Abraham alive 
in Genesis 22 that Abraham understood 
that God was going to do what Abraham 
did not have to—that God was going to 
offer up His Son in sacrifice, taking the 
place of Abraham and taking the place of 
God’s people. Though this view of what 
Abraham “saw” cannot be proved, it seems 
reasonable. Either way, Abraham saw 
something of Christ’s day that caused 
him to rejoice. In this, Abraham would 

die an old man with many children and 
grandchildren, yet he would know that 
God still had something better in store 
for him, something that could find ful-
fillment only in Jesus.

What was true of these two promises 
was also true of the land. God had some-
thing far greater in store for Abraham and 
Sarah than real estate in the Holy Land. 
As good and pleasant as that land was, it 
was nothing in comparison to the heav-
enly land above that God had designed 
not just for Abraham and Sarah but also 
for all those who look to Him by faith in 
Christ Jesus. This is the pastoral point 

his everlasting inheritance. God Himself 
was Abraham’s true reward (Gen. 15:1, 
KJV)—not just the land, not just children. 
Nothing that God promised to Abraham 
was greater than God Himself.

This takes us back to the question at 
the beginning of this article: What will 
our next home be like? My wife and I now 
live in a house and a city in which we 
would love to grow old. We love the peo-
ple, the place, and our church family here. 
We love our home. But what makes a 
house a home? It’s not the dwelling place—
the structure—but the people who live 
there that make a house into a home. 
What is so beautiful about heaven is not 
simply the fact that the effects of the curse 
(sin, death, and misery) are no longer pres-
ent; what makes heaven truly heaven is 
the fact that God Himself is present there. 
This is what the author of Hebrews is em-
phasizing. God’s pilgrim people, even 
while enjoying the good gifts that God 
had given them, nevertheless realized that 
the gifts of God paled in comparison to 
the God of those gifts. They were a pilgrim 
people, learning to have the eyes of their 
souls farsightedly fixed on the things of 
heaven. This is often the struggle of the 
Christian life—not to fix our gaze on the 
things that are right in front of us, wheth-
er good or bad, but to fix our eyes on Christ 
and the better things that are yet to come 
in Him. As Abraham and Sarah fixed their 
eyes on heavenly things, God was not 
ashamed of them. He was not ashamed 
to be called their God, nor is He ashamed 
of us as we fix our eyes on our heavenly 
homeland.
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of Hebrews 11:13–16. Even during their 
walks of faith here on earth, Abraham 
and Sarah knew that they were a pilgrim 
people. They were “strangers and exiles” 
(v. 13) here, even while sojourning in the 
land that God had given them. This was 
exemplified, according to verses 9–10, in 
that the entire time that Abraham and 
Sarah lived in the land of promise, they 
dwelled in tents. Though the land was 
his, and Abraham was the “heir of the 
world” (Rom. 4:13), he lived like a pilgrim, 
sojourning in tents, indicating to himself, 
his family, and others that the temporary 
things of this present evil age were not 
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“PRAYER IS A 
PRINCIPAL BRANCH 

OF RELIGIOUS 
WORSHIP. . . . THOSE 

THAT LIVE WITHOUT 
PRAYER, LIVE 

WITHOUT GOD IN 
THE WORLD.”

—Matthew Henry, from  
A Method for Prayer

T o be a christian  is to depend 
completely and utterly on God. 
Believers in Christ recognize that 

they have nothing that they have not re-
ceived from the Lord (1 Cor. 4:7). In the first 
place, we recognize that we have received 
salvation from God by His sovereign grace 
alone. The Lord is so gracious, however, that 
He not only saves us but 
also gives us many other 
blessings besides. As with 
salvation, we depend on 
God for these blessings.

Concluding our study 
of the epistle of James this 
month, we will see that 
Christian living is defined 
by dependence on God. In 
our study of James 4–5, we 

will read that the way to exaltation is to 
reject worldliness and humbly depend on 
our Creator as Judge (4:1–12). We will be 
reminded that God alone knows the fu-
ture, and so we must depend on His wise 
providence in our planning (vv. 13–17). We 
will see again the folly of depending on our 
wealth and our need to patiently depend on 

God for our rescue in suf-
fering (5:1–12). We will be 
exhorted to prayer as the 
fundamental expression 
of our dependence on the 
Lord (vv. 19–20).

God is the all-powerful 
Lord of all, and we are pow-
erless creatures. May we 
therefore always depend  
on Him.  

DEPENDING ON GOD

ABIDING IN THE WORD
These verses parallel the themes of the 
studies each week. We encourage you 
to hide them in your heart so that you 
may not sin against the Lord:

Week of  March 8 �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � J A M E S  4 : 1 0

Week of  March 15 �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � P R OV E R B S  1 1 : 4

Week of  March 22 �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � J A M E S  5 : 1 6

Week of  March 29 �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � J A M E S  1 : 2 2
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A n important part of life is grow-
ing up. It begins when a child 
starts putting childish things 

away—packing up toys, taking on new 
responsibilities, and wanting to sit with 
the adults. Parents rejoice as their children 
reach new milestones. Eventually, maturi-
ty is expected. What was once endearing 
in childhood becomes inappropriate with 
age. That’s how life goes: We grow out of 
the immaturities of childhood into the 
maturity of adulthood.

The Bible draws a similar comparison 
between natural and spiritual growth. The 
Apostle Paul wrote: “When I was a child, 
I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, 
I reasoned like a child. When I became a 
man, I gave up childish ways” (1 Cor. 13:11). 
God’s grace in Jesus Christ doesn’t leave 
us as spiritual infants; it causes us to grow 
and mature into adulthood. The biblical 
idea of maturity is completion—fulfilling 
the purpose for which God has called us. 
Spiritual maturity is measured not by age, 
experience, or gray hair but by the perfect-
ing work of God in our lives.

A mature Christian is assured. Epaphras 
prayed that the Colossians would “stand 
mature and fully assured in all the will of 
God” (Col. 4:12). The will of God includes 
everything that He has revealed concerning 
Himself, His purposes, and His commands. 
As we grow in grace, we gain a deeper un-
derstanding and firmer confidence in that 
will. Maturity brings a settled conviction 
and assurance that what God has said is 
true and trustworthy.

A mature Christian is discerning. The au-

thor of Hebrews was astonished that his 
readers had not grown up but were still 
living on spiritual milk. “Solid food,” he 
wrote, “is for the mature, for those who 
have their powers of discernment trained 
by constant practice to distinguish good 
from evil” (Heb. 5:14). Spiritual adults don’t 
merely know what is right—they choose 
what is right and refuse what is wrong. Their 
minds are constantly fed by the solid food 
of God’s Word.

A mature Christian is stable. Just as toddlers 
wobble and fall as they learn to walk, spiri-
tual children are easily shaken. Paul warns 
that immature believers can be “tossed to 
and fro by the waves and carried about by 
every wind of doctrine” (Eph. 4:14). To grow 
His people and make them steady and sta-
ble, Christ has given them ministers of the 
Word so that “we all attain to the unity of 
the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of 
God, to mature manhood, to the measure of 
the stature of the fullness of Christ” (v. 13). 
Maturity steadies the believer in Christ.

Finally, a mature Christian is persevering. 
In this life, we are never complete—never 
made perfect. Paul knew this, yet he pressed 
on, “forgetting what lies behind and strain-
ing forward to what lies ahead” (Phil. 3:13). 
He called this the mature way of thinking 
(v. 15). Those who are growing up in Christ 
know that much remains unfinished—but 
they do not slow down. They keep pressing 
onward and upward toward Christ.

REV. KYLE BORG is senior pastor of Winchester Reformed 

Presbyterian Church in Winchester, Kans. He is author 

of What Is Love?

2
MONDAY

JAMES 4:1–3 “You do not have, because you do not ask. You ask and do not receive, because you ask 
wrongly, to spend it on your passions” (vv. 2–3).

THE NEED TO ASK RIGHTLY

The Venerable Bede 
writes, “God loves to 
be asked, so that he 
can give.” By His very 

nature, the Lord is 
generous and giving, 
and He loves to give 

us what we need, 
especially when it 
enables peace and 

righteousness. 
Sometimes, however, 

He will not give 
unless He is asked. 

Therefore, let us ask 
the Lord to supply 
our needs, trusting 
that He will provide 

according to His 
sovereign wisdom 

and generosity.

H aving explained the nature of the “wisdom from above” 
and its role in securing peace and righteousness (James 
3:13–18), the Apostle in today’s passage turns to address 

the lack of peace and righteousness in his audience. As we will see, 
James’ original readers struggled to maintain peace and righteousness 
because they were not asking for God’s assistance rightly or even at all.

James begins by noting that warring passions within the audi-
ence were causing quarrels and fights among them (4:1–2). Here 
the words translated as “passions,” “desire,” and “covet” all refer to 
what one commentator calls “a strong and unhealthy craving to 
secure something not currently one’s own.” Human passions and 
desires are not always evil; they become sinful when we long for 
what is inherently sinful, desire that which cannot rightfully be 
ours, or allow the strength of our cravings to control us. These pas-
sions were at war “within” the audience, which refers to the conflict 
of desires within the souls of individuals, to passionate arguments 
between people, or likely to both. Individual passions, desires, and 
covetousness was boiling over into communal strife in the churches 
that James addresses. Moreover, this strife was heated. These were 
not minor disagreements but “war” (v. 1). James even says that de-
sires were leading to “murder” (v. 2). It is unlikely that the Apostle 
refers to actual taking of human life, though it is not impossible 
that some violence had occurred, especially if some in the audience 
once belonged to the party of the Zealots, Jews who sought the over-
throw of Rome. In any case, “murder” is an appropriate metaphor to 
describe the ferocity of the conflicts, for the destructive use of the 
tongue can kill relationships and reputations, and anger violates the 
commandment against murder, which is also the inevitable result 
of unconstrained anger (see Prov. 18:21; Matt. 5:21–26).

Why did so many in James’ audience lack the wisdom from above 
that leads to peace and righteousness? First, multiple individuals 
had failed to ask for it (James 4:2). The present tense of the verb 
“ask” in the Greek indicates that the problem may have been that 
readers were not persevering in asking but giving up after the Lord 
did not provide right away. Additionally, many men and women 
were asking for wisdom not to use it for peace and righteousness 
but solely to benefit themselves (v. 3). We cannot count on God to 
give us what we ask for if we do not ask with the right motives.

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
2 Chronicles 1:7–13 

Proverbs 4:1–9 
Matthew 7:7–11 

James 1:5–7

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Numbers 29–31 

Mark 10:1–34

K Y L E  B O R G

GROWING UP IN CHRIST

W E E K E N D  D E V O T I O N A L
M A R C H  1
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4
WEDNESDAY

3
TUESDAY

JAMES 4:4 “You adulterous people! Do you not know that friendship with the world is enmity with 
God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God.”

JAMES 4:5–6 “Do you suppose it is to no purpose that the Scripture says, ‘He yearns jealously over 
the spirit that he has made to dwell in us’? But he gives more grace. Therefore it says, ‘God opposes the 
proud but gives grace to the humble.’ ”

FRIENDSHIP WITH THE WORLD GRACE FOR THE HUMBLE

Matthew Henry 
writes that “he who 
sets his heart upon 

the world, who 
places his happiness 

in it, and will 
conform himself to 
it, and do any thing 
rather than lose its 
friendship, he is an 
enemy to God; it is 

constructive treason 
and rebellion against 
God to set the world 

upon his throne in 
our hearts.” Let us 

regularly ask 
ourselves whether 
we have become 

friends of the world, 
and may we pursue 
friendship with the 
Lord with all that  

we are.

Scripture has many 
warnings for those 
who pridefully rely 
on themselves and 

do not seek the 
gracious help of the 

Lord. Ultimately, only 
the proud refusal to 
admit our sin and 
rest in Christ will 

keep us out of the 
kingdom of God. 

Rejecting Jesus is no 
insignificant matter; 
it makes us enemies 

of the Lord, who is so 
kind in giving us a 
Savior. The church 

father Jerome writes, 
“One who holds his 

head high in 
arrogance hates God.”

D iscord threatened to tear apart the churches to whom 
James wrote his epistle, for many of his addressees lacked 
the heavenly wisdom needed to maintain peace and righ-

teousness among them. The readers had not asked the Lord for 
such wisdom or had asked with wrong motives, and the result was 
men and women controlled by their passions instead of submitting 
their desires to God in holiness (James 4:1–3). Today’s verse gives 
us further indication of just how bad the problem actually was.

James calls his audience an “adulterous people” (v. 4). Literally, 
the Greek labels the people “adulteresses,” which might seem like 
an odd way to refer to a group of men and women until we consid-
er Old Testament theology. Frequently, the old covenant prophets 
liken the relationship between God and Israel to that of a married 
couple, with God as the Husband and Israel as the wife (e.g., see Isa. 
57:5–6). God and His people were to live in an intimate relation-
ship and to be completely faithful to one another. While the Lord 
is always faithful to His people, the old covenant community as a 
whole often failed to reciprocate. Instead, they chased after other 
gods, leading the prophets to compare Israel to an adulteress. Ho-
sea in particular makes much of this metaphor. In any case, James’ 
point is that his audience was continuing the long tradition of God’s 
covenant people’s being unfaithful to Him.

James’ audience evidenced spiritual adultery in their partiali-
ty, misuse of the tongue, and pursuit of envy and other passions 
(James 2:1–13; 3:1–4:3). Such things, we see in James 4:4, are marks 
of friendship with the world, which is enmity with God. Friend-
ship in the ancient world was often regarded more seriously than 
it is today, involving deep loyalty and shared allegiance. Thus, one 
cannot be a friend with both God and the world. John Calvin elabo-
rates on this, explaining that “the friendship of the world [is] when 
men surrender themselves to the corruptions of the world, and 
become slaves to them.”

Friendship with the world does not refer simply to enjoying things 
in the world. Matthew Henry comments, “A man may have a com-
petent portion of the good things of this life, and yet may keep 
himself in the love of God.” We become friends of the world when 
we allow our desires to pull us away from the Lord into disharmo-
ny, unjust discrimination, jealousy, and a host of other ills.

F riendship with God is incompatible with friendship with the 
fallen order of the world, a point that James 4:4 makes quite 
plainly (see also 1 John 2:15). Believers, therefore, cannot ex-

pect to enjoy close fellowship with our Creator if we live according 
to the ways of the world in misusing our tongues, showing sinful 
partiality, neglecting the widow and orphan, and fighting with 
one another because we cannot keep our passions under control 
(James 2:1–13; 3:1–4:3). Such behavior is no minor transgression; it 
actually demonstrates spiritual adultery, the abandonment of God 
our Husband for lesser things that we love more than Him (4:4).

If we fall into such sin, we need to be reminded of the Lord’s deep 
affection for us and His willingness to receive us back when we 
turn from our spiritually adulterous ways. James provides this in 
today’s passage. The Apostle points us to the truth that “he yearns 
jealously over the spirit that he has made to dwell within us” (v. 5). 
This is a difficult passage, and many commentators believe that 
James’ point is that life according to God’s Holy Spirit within us 
is incompatible with our giving in to our sinful yearnings. While 
this idea no doubt reflects biblical teaching, it seems more likely 
that James is making a point about God’s jealousy for His covenant 
people. Like any good and loving husband, God is jealous to protect 
His relationship with His wife—that is, believers (see Ex. 20:4–6). 
He will not tolerate our showing affection to other things that is 
due to Him alone, and He will lovingly chastise us if necessary to 
remind us that we are to love Him above all else (see Heb. 12:3–11). 

This reminder that God will do what it takes to rescue us from 
wallowing in our sin should encourage us to develop a healthy and 
holy respect for Him, a reverent fear that encourages those of us who 
have trusted in Christ to draw close to Him and not to run away 
from Him. After all, James 4:6 tells us, the Lord “gives more grace.” 
Even the most faithful Christian can fall into patterns of sin that 
evidence spiritual adultery. Yet thanks be to God that, though we 
may be expert sinners at times, our Creator is much better at saving 
us than we are at sinning. He always has grace for us that is great-
er than all our sin. We cannot exhaust His infinite stores of grace.

His grace is for all who are humble. God firmly opposes the proud 
who refuse to recognize their need for His aid, but He always gives 
His grace to those who ask for it through Christ (v. 6).

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
Deuteronomy 5:7 

Ezekiel 16 
2 Timothy 4:10 

1 John 2:15

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Mark 10:35–52 

Numbers 32–34

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
Proverbs 3:33–34 

Nahum 1:2 
Zephaniah 3:9–13 

1 Peter 5:5

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Numbers 35–36 

Mark 11:1–14
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6
FRIDAY

5
THURSDAY

JAMES 4:7–8a “Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Draw 
near to God, and he will draw near to you.”

JAMES 4:8b–9 “Cleanse your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded. Be 
wretched and mourn and weep. Let your laughter be turned to mourning and your joy to gloom.”

SUBMISSION TO THE LORD CALLED TO REPENTANCE

Ambrose of Milan, 
the preacher under 

whose ministry 
Augustine of Hippo 

was converted, 
writes that “God . . . 
does not drive away 
those who draw near 

to him.” This is an 
important truth to 

remember. No matter 
what we have done, 
the Lord will never 
reject us if we draw 
near to Him in faith 

and repentance. May 
we not allow the 

seriousness of our sin 
to keep us away 
from our loving 

Father in heaven. We 
may always draw 

near to Him  
through Christ.

We as Christians are 
not immune from 
straying from the 
Lord and living as 

friends of the world. 
If we find ourselves 
doing this, we need 
to remember Jesus’ 
words: “Take heart; I 
have overcome the 
world” (John 16:33). 

We cannot renounce 
friendship with the 
world in our own 

strength, but as we 
draw near to God in 

repentance and 
submit to His will, 
we will find the 

world less attractive 
and our friendship 
with Him renewed.

P ractical religion, we have noted, is a special focus of the 
Apostle James in his epistle. Thus, we can count on him to 
tell us how we can make practical application of his teach-

ing in our lives. His instruction in James 4:6 that God gives grace to 
the humble should encourage in us a desire to be humble people 
so that we will enjoy His gift of divine grace. In today’s passage, 
James begins to unfold for us what it means to be humble before 
God so that we put our desire for personal humility into practice.

Notably, James 4:6–10 has significant overlap with 1 Peter 5:5–9, 
leading many commentators to suggest that both letters might be 
including what was a common call to repentance and humility 
used throughout the early church. Regardless, the first thing that 
humble people do, James 4:7 says, is to submit themselves to God. 
The call to submission to the Lord is a call to willingly put ourselves 
comprehensively under His lordship. Elsewhere, Scripture tells us 
that the mind that is set on the sinful flesh and opposes God is the 
mind that will not submit to God and His righteous law. Therefore, 
humble people who submit to the Lord are people who seek to live 
their lives according to God’s law, who take the Scriptures as their 
only infallible rule of faith and practice. Humble people stand ready 
to hear and obey the commands of the Master.

Such submission entails also that we resist the devil (v. 7). We 
cannot have the law of God govern our lives if we yield ourselves to 
Satan’s evil. Resistance to the devil requires active standing against 
him, for he is on the prowl, looking for passive saints whom he 
can easily devour (1 Peter 5:8). We are to be alert, on the watch for 
his schemes, so that we may not become easy prey. In so doing, we 
can be confident that because we are on God’s side, Satan will flee 
as we resist him (James 4:7). Dr. R.C. Sproul observes that “Satan is 
not equal in power or authority to God. Though Satan is powerful, 
he is not invincible. He flees from saints wearing the armor of God 
who resist him.” Note that such resistance often includes escaping 
situations in which we are strongly tempted to sin (1 Cor. 10:13).

We must resist the devil but not the Lord. As we draw near to 
God, He will draw near to us (James 4:8). Drawing near, as we will 
see in our next study, involves drawing away from sin in repen-
tance. Without repentance, we cannot enjoy warm fellowship with 
our Creator and the strength of His presence.

Commenting on James 4:6–10, J.A. Motyer observes that “fellow-
ship with God—and its consequent blessing of his fellowship 
with us—does not ‘just happen’; we cannot drift into it any 

more than we drift into holiness. It is our first obedience.” Walking 
with the Lord requires our purposeful action, and if we do not seek 
His face, the result will be disorder in the church (vv. 1–3) and a 
host of other errors listed in James 1–3. Unless we pursue friend-
ship with God, we will fall into a friendship with the fallen world 
order and put ourselves at odds with our heavenly Father (4:4–5).

True Christians can at times live as if they were close friends with 
the world; thankfully, the Lord has more than sufficient grace avail-
able to solve this problem and enable us to enjoy the blessings of 
close friendship with God once again. This grace comes as we hum-
ble ourselves before the Lord, admit our need of His assistance, resist 
the devil, and draw near to God (vv. 6–8a). Certainly, this can hap-
pen only if there is a corresponding turn away from sin, and lest we 
think otherwise, James in today’s passage calls us to repent of our sin. 

The Apostle uses Old Testament imagery in his call to repentance. 
Cleansing and purification were associated with the priests’ ceremo-
nial washings and consecration of the tabernacle and temple (see Lev. 
8:5–6; 2 Chron. 29:1–19). Over time, these images of cleansing and 
purification were used of moral renewal as well; “clean hands and 
a pure heart” belonged to those who have turned from sin in faith 
and repentance (Ps. 24:3–4). James 4:8b picks up on this language 
to exhort readers to incline their hearts away from evil and toward 
God (“purify your hearts”) and amend their deeds (“cleanse your 
hands”). John Calvin comments: “The true character of repentance 
. . . is not only an outward amendment of life, but its beginning is 
the cleansing of the heart. It is also necessary . . . that the fruits of 
inward repentance should appear in the brightness of our works.”

James 4:9 echoes texts such as Joel 2:12, which calls for a return to 
the Lord accompanied by mourning over sin, and it also alludes to 
passages such as Proverbs 10:23, which says that fools laugh at their 
sin. The Apostle seeks not to remove all the joy from the Christian 
life but to remind us that the joy of the Lord cannot be had when we 
are in impenitent sin. Authentic joy comes only to those who mourn 
their sin, turn from it unto God through Christ, and endeavor after 
new obedience.

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
Isaiah 48:12–22 

Hosea 12:6 
Ephesians 6:10–20 
Hebrews 4:14–16

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Deuteronomy 1–3 

Mark 11:15–33

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
Psalm 51 

2 Corinthians 7:10

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Deuteronomy 4–5 

Mark 12:1–27

THE WEEKEND� 
Deuteronomy 6–11 
Mark 12:28–13:31
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J O H N  C . A .  F E R G U S O N

THE PRIESTLY COLORS

W E E K E N D  D E V O T I O N A L
M A R C H  7 – 8

N o expense was spared in mak-
ing the high priest’s garments. 
Made of the finest materials and 

threads dyed with the richest of colors, they 
must have been very impressive to the eye. 
The colors of the priestly garments also 
had a theme: The “gold, blue and purple 
and scarlet yarns, and fine twined linen” 
in the garments (Ex. 28:5) matched the 
furniture and fittings found in the taber-
nacle and temple fabric (ch. 26; 27:9–19; 
2 Chron. 2:7). 

Although we are not told why these spe-
cific colors were chosen, there are clues in 
other parts of the Bible as to their signifi-
cance. The golden threads of the priestly 
garment remind us of the furniture within 
the tabernacle’s innermost room (Ex. 25) 
and therefore of God’s holy presence. Is-
raelites fixed tassels with a blue cord to 
their garments to help them remember 
God’s commandments (Num. 15:37–41). 
Purple is representative of royalty and re-
minds us that the priest was appointed by 
the sovereign God. Scarlet is the color of 
blood. It is also associated with sin (Isa. 1:18) 
and atonement, for the high priest took 
the blood of the sacrifices and sprinkled it 
on the mercy seat to atone for Israel’s sins 
(Lev. 16). The bright white of bleached fine 
linen tells of purity (Isa. 1:18), righteous-
ness (Rev. 19:8), and blessings that come 
from God (Ezek. 16:8–14).

The colors told of the Levitical priests’ 
office and their high calling to faithfully 
serve God in Israel. They also anticipated 
the ultimate fulfillment of priestly service 
by a Great High Priest from a different line, 

“after the order of Melchizedek” (Ps. 110:4; 
Heb. 7:15–28)—namely, Jesus Christ. We 
can think of how the same colors tell us of 
Christ’s priestly work. Gold—Christ brings 
us into God’s holy presence; blue—He kept 
God’s commands and fulfills God’s covenant 
with us; purple—He is the Most High King 
as well as the Great High Priest; scarlet—He 
shed His blood for the forgiveness of sins; 
white—His righteousness, sinlessness, and 
provision of blessing.

We also find personal applications from 
the priestly colors because through faith 
in Christ, “you are . . . a royal priesthood” 
(1 Peter 2:9) and a temple within which 
God’s Holy Spirit dwells (1 Cor. 3:16). The 
colorful priestly threads are woven into 
Christian life through faithful words, works, 
and character. The priestly colors are a 
helpful way to remember our relationship 
with God through Christ. Gold—entering 
God’s holy presence through Christ; pur-
ple—belonging to the King of kings; blue—
remembrance of His commands; scarlet—
sins washed away by the Savior’s blood; 
white—blessings from God through the 
gospel: “Though your sins are like scarlet, 
they shall be as white as snow” (Isa. 1:18), 
coupled with “the righteous deeds of the 
saints” (Rev. 19:8). That is the blessing of 
a life in keeping with the righteousness 
that has been counted to us through faith 
in Christ.

DR. JOHN C.A. FERGUSON  is minister of Inverness 

Associated Presbyterian Church in Scotland. He is coeditor 

of Theology for Ministry: How Doctrine Affects Pastoral 

Life and Practice.
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JAMES 4:10 “Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will exalt you.”
JAMES 4:11–12 “Do not speak evil against one another, brothers. The one who speaks against a 
brother or judges his brother, speaks evil against the law and judges the law. But if you judge the law, 
you are not a doer of the law but a judge” (v. 11).

THE PATH TO EXALTATION HOW TO SPEAK  
OF THE BROTHERS

God made human 
beings with the 

purpose of exalting 
them as rulers over 

creation who govern 
it to His glory. Thus, 
we have a built-in 

desire for exaltation, 
though it has been 
twisted by sin and 

perverted (Ps. 8). The 
only way to lasting 
exaltation, however, 
is to humbly submit 

ourselves to the 
Lord. John Calvin 

writes, “Whosoever, 
then, seeks a firm 

elevation, let him be 
cast down under a 
sense of his own 

infirmity, and think 
humbly of himself.”

Matthew Henry 
comments, “Since 

Christians are 
brethren, they 

should not defile 
nor defame one 

another.” Sometimes 
reports of the 
wrongdoing of 

others in the church 
must be given, but 

these should be 
given out of the 

motive of love for 
the offenders and 
for the church, not 

simply for the 
purpose of 

character assassina-
tion. We must guard 

against defaming 
other believers.

A ll people will ultimately weep and mourn in relation to 
their sin. This is true even of those who never come to 
faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. Jesus warns us that among 

us there are “weeds,” those who actually belong to the devil and love 
their sin. On the last day, they will be cast “into the fiery furnace,” 
where “there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” in sorrow and 
anger over their enduring judgment for never renouncing their sin 
and resting on God’s promises in Christ (Matt. 13:36–43). The only 
way to escape mourning on that day is to mourn over our sin in true 
repentance before we die. Such repentance occurs decisively in our 
conversion, wherein the Holy Spirit moves us to mourn our sin and 
renews our hearts so that we are steadfastly committed to Jesus in 
faith. Until the presence of sin is removed from us in our glorification,  
however, Christians sometimes stumble back into behavior that is in 
keeping with friendship with the fallen world. Therefore, repentance 
characterizes the whole of the Christian life. Those who have truly 
been born again will mourn their postconversion sin and repent, 
though their repentance is not always immediate (1 John 1:8–9).

This ongoing repentance is part of the humility to which James 
has been calling us (James 4:1–9). Only Christian humility can bring 
harmony and peace, ending the conflict that occurs in the church 
when we follow our ungodly passions (vv. 1–5). This is because 
we cannot achieve godly harmony with others apart from God’s 
grace, and God gives His grace only to those who humble them-
selves. This does not mean groveling before other people or viewing 
ourselves as worthless in comparison to others; rather, humility 
means accepting the truth about ourselves—that we are weak and 
dependent and can do nothing of ultimate value apart from Christ 
(John 15:5). It requires confession of our sin and drawing near to 
God to serve Him and His people (James 4:6–9).

Selfish pride is the antithesis of humility and is the way of the 
world (1 John 2:16). If we seek to exalt ourselves at the expense of 
others, we will produce only strife, and we will not enjoy a lasting 
exaltation anyway. But if we humble ourselves, God will exalt us 
(James 4:10). John Calvin comments: “We emulate and envy, be-
cause we desire to be eminent. This is a way wholly unreasonable, 
for it is God’s peculiar work to raise up the lowly, and especially 
those who willingly humble themselves.”

Q uarreling because of unrestrained passions was a problem for 
many in the original audience of the epistle of James, and they 
were lapsing back into a friendship with the world (James 

4:1–4). Thus, the Apostle gives instruction on how to live as friends 
of God and to restore peace to the church. To accomplish these goals, 
we must take advantage of the abundant grace that the Lord gives to 
His people by resisting the devil, repenting of our sin, and submit-
ting ourselves to God’s reign by seeking to do what He commands 
(vv. 5–9). In other words, we need to humble ourselves, reject self-
rule, and follow the dictates of King Jesus (v. 10; see 1:22–25; 2:8–13). 

Today’s passage tells us that returning to God in humility, faith, 
and repentance must be accompanied by actions that promote har-
mony and unity, not fighting and division. James focuses on our 
speech again, directing us not to “speak evil against one another” 
(4:11). This emphasis makes sense, for in the heat of conflict, it is 
easy to fall into the use of personal insults and other sins of the 
tongue. James may have had in mind passages such as Leviticus 
19:16, which prohibits slandering other believers, when he was 
writing this instruction. He almost certainly also had in view Jesus’ 
teaching against insulting other disciples (see Matt. 5:22).

James also tells us not to judge our brothers (James 4:11). He is 
not forbidding sober evaluation of others’ actions; rather, he means 
for us not to assume the right to determine the final spiritual end of 
others and not to judge other Christians as being in the wrong with 
God when they do not share our scruples about issues on which 
God has not spoken. Likely James is addressing a problem similar 
to what Paul deals with when he gives instruction on eating meat 
offered to idols. In warning us about judging other brothers, James 
is echoing Paul’s teaching that we are not allowed to pass judgment 
on fellow believers whose consciences lead them to disagree with 
us regarding biblically indifferent matters (see Rom. 14:1–12).

Finally, James notes that when we speak against and judge our fel-
low Christians, we speak against the law and usurp the prerogatives 
of the one true Judge of all (James 4:11–12). The law tells us not to 
slander, so when we slander, we are implicitly saying that the law is 
wrong, at least on that point. Moreover, we are standing in the place 
of God, who alone can judge a person’s destiny and his convictions 
about things regarding which God has left our consciences free.

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
Proverbs 22:4 
Isaiah 66:1–2 
Luke 18:9–14 
1 Peter 5:6–7

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Deuteronomy 12–13 

Mark 13:32–14:9

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
Psalm 140:11 

Jeremiah 6:27–30 
Ephesians 4:29 
James 3:1–12

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Deuteronomy 14–16 

Mark 14:10–31
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JAMES 4:13–14 “Come now, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will go into such and such a town 
and spend a year there and trade and make a profit’—yet you do not know what tomorrow will bring. 
What is your life? For you are a mist that appears for a little time and then vanishes.”

JAMES 4:15–16 “Instead you ought to say, ‘If the Lord wills, we will live and do this or that.’ As it is, 
you boast in your arrogance. All such boasting is evil.”

THE ERROR OF PRESUMPTION PLANNING IN LIGHT  
OF GOD’S PROVIDENCE

One of the best 
ways that we can 
cultivate humility 
before God and 

others in our hearts 
and lives is to 
remember our 

limitations and the 
shortness of our 
lives. We are but 

creatures, and it is 
vital that we 

remember that. 
There are so many 

things that we 
cannot do and 

cannot know, and 
this should lead us 
not to presume too 

much about 
tomorrow.

J.A. Motyer 
comments, “Too 
often Christians 
leave God in the 

church or at home 
. . . when they take 
the train to their 
offices.” As we go 

about our daily lives 
and make plans for 
the future, whether 

they involve our 
work lives or not, we 
can fail to take the 
Lord into account. 

May we be aware of 
His sovereign 

providence and seek 
to live all of life with 
the understanding 

that He directs 
whatsoever comes 

to pass.

T he sin of Adam and Eve consisted in their trying to take the 
Lord’s place as Judge and Lawgiver. By eating the forbid-
den fruit, our first parents implicitly said that they were 

not bound to God’s law and that He had no right to judge what is 
good and what is evil (Gen. 3:1–7). They attempted to cast off His 
authority, committing cosmic treason, as Dr. R.C. Sproul frequently 
said. Adam and Eve were the first to do this but not the last. James 
says that we do the same thing when we judge fellow Christians 
in matters on which God has left us free to make our own choices 
or when we revile other believers (James 4:11–12). God in His law 
condemns slandering other believers, and only He has the right to 
judge individuals in matters where He has left them free (see Lev. 
19:16; Rom. 14). Let us strive not to usurp God’s place as Judge by 
our disobedience.

Slandering other believers and improperly judging them are not 
the only ways that we assume for ourselves prerogatives that belong 
to the Lord alone. We see that in today’s passage, as James begins to 
warn us against the error of presumption. James 4:13 addresses those 
who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go into such and such a town 
and spend a year there and trade and make a profit.” In the first-cen-
tury Roman Empire, commercial activity was rapidly expanding, and 
many residents of the empire, including many Jews, took advantage 
of this through various business enterprises. It was easy for merchants 
to pridefully proclaim what their revenues and profits would be, their 
plans for buying and selling in other cities, and so on. Not much has 
changed, for modern people make prideful predictions as well.

In any case, James warns readers that such boasting is presump-
tuous, and the reason is that we do not know the future. We are fi-
nite, with our lives but a mist that appears suddenly and disappears 
almost as quickly (v. 14). Only the Lord knows the future certainly, 
declaring the end from the beginning (Isa. 46:8–10). Only He can 
confidently announce what is coming tomorrow. When we boast 
of the future without any reference to the Lord and His sovereign 
will, we are therefore attempting to usurp His place.

James does not condemn business owners merely for having a 
profit motive. As we will discuss in our next study, he also does not 
forbid wise planning for the future. He simply wants us to remember 
our own limitations and that the days ahead are unknown to us.

C hristians are citizens of the kingdom of God, but that citizen-
ship does not eliminate our responsibilities to our earthly 
neighborhoods, cities, and nations (e.g., see Rom. 13:1–7). 

Since we live in this world, this world can shape our thinking more 
than we recognize. It is easy for us to make plans for the future in 
ways that look like what secularized people do. How often do we 
prepare for tomorrow as if we knew for certain what will happen? 
Do we not sometimes set goals and then boast about how we will 
achieve them? Are we immune from establishing plans without 
bringing them to the Lord in prayer?

James 4:13–14 addresses this issue with respect to Christians en-
gaged in commerce, though it can be applied in other areas as well. 
James has said that it is foolish for us to boast about tomorrow be-
cause we are limited creatures with short lifespans. In today’s passage, 
James develops his thoughts further by telling us how we should 
think about and plan for the future. As we make preparations, we 
should say, “If the Lord wills, we will live and do this or that” (v. 15).

The Apostle calls us not to abandon planning altogether but to 
make our plans in light of the providence of God. Scripture tells us 
that our plans will work out only according to the Lord’s sovereign 
will (Prov. 16:9; Eph. 1:11). This should not lead us into a fatalism that 
says that our plans and actions do not matter, but it should keep us 
humble people who hold on to our plans loosely and adapt readily 
when God directs things in ways that we have not anticipated. At all 
times we must remember, as Dr. R.C. Sproul writes, that “the primary 
consideration in all future planning is the will of the sovereign God.”

Having the right frame of heart and mind is more important 
than the phrase “if the Lord wills” itself. John Calvin says that James 
is really more concerned with our attitudes than with our precise 
words, noting that those firmly committed to divine sovereignty 
may at times speak as if they knew what will happen tomorrow. 
Calvin notes that while it is good to develop the habit of saying “if 
the Lord wills,” we cannot assume that omitting those words con-
stitutes sin. The Reformer is undoubtedly correct. Phrases such as 
“God willing” or “if the Lord wills” can become mantras that we 
repeat without thinking. It is better to develop a conscious belief 
that God is sovereign over our lives and forget to say words such 
as “God willing” than to say them without really meaning it.

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
Psalm 39:4–6 
Proverbs 27:1 
Isaiah 40:6–8 

Luke 12:13–21

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Deuteronomy 17–19 

Mark 14:32–52

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
Genesis 50:15–21 
1 Samuel 2:22–25 

Acts 16:6–10 
1 Corinthians 4:19

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Deuteronomy 20–22 

Mark 14:53–72
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GODLY CONTENTMENT

W E E K E N D  D E V O T I O N A L
M A R C H  1 4 – 1 5

P aul’s words in 1 Timothy 6:6 are both 
simple and profound: “Godliness with 
contentment is great gain.” In a cul-

ture that prizes achievement, accumulation, 
and accolades, contentment seems almost 
foreign. Yet Paul reminds us that true con-
tentment is measured not by possessions or 
status but by a heart that rests entirely in God. 

Jeremiah Burroughs called contentment 
“that sweet, inward, quiet, gracious frame 
of spirit, which freely submits and delights 
in God’s wise and fatherly disposal in ev-
ery condition.” This is not resignation but 
Spirit-fueled trust. It is the believer’s joyful 
submission to God’s providence, whether in 
plenty or in want. Paul himself learned this 
lesson: “I have learned in whatever situation 
I am to be content” (Phil. 4:11). Notice that 
word—learned. Contentment does not come 
naturally. Left to our own instincts, we want, 
long for, desire, and crave whatever we be-
lieve is essential to us. Instead, contentment 
is taught through God’s providential leading. 
The secret that Paul discovered is that in life, 
Christ is enough. When our identity and joy 
are anchored in Him, constantly changing 
circumstances lose their power to define us.

Paul identifies the root of the problem: 
“For the love of money is a root of all kinds 
of evils” (1 Tim. 6:10). Notice that he does not 
say that money is the root of all evil. The issue 
is not money itself but the heart’s craving for 
it. Greed blinds us from seeing our desires 
clearly. We rarely recognize it because we 
often compare ourselves to those around us, 
always finding someone with more. Discon-
tentment is not about being rich or poor; it 
is about a restless heart seeking satisfaction, 

security, and significance apart from God. 
This craving exposes our heart’s condition. 
When we look to other things for security 
or significance, we are actually breaking the 
first commandment. Discontentment often 
reveals what we actually worship instead 
of the God who deserves all our worship.

Then what does Paul teach about con-
tentment? First, we must recognize our pov-
erty: “We brought nothing into the world, 
and we cannot take anything out of the 
world” (1 Tim. 6:7). Recognizing our depen-
dence on God humbles us and makes grace 
precious to us. Everything we have is a gift 
of grace. When we see life through this lens, 
gratitude replaces grumbling. Second, con-
tentment rests in understanding God’s prov-
idence: “God . . . richly provides us with ev-
erything to enjoy” (1 Tim. 6:17). Romans 
8:32 assures us that the One who gave His 
Son will graciously give us all things nec-
essary for life and godliness. As Charles Spur-
geon said, “Had any other condition been 
better for you than the one in which you 
are, divine love would have put you there.” 
Finally, contentment seeks God’s presence: 
Earthly goods fade, but God Himself is our 
portion forever (Ps. 73:25–26). When He is 
our treasure, His presence and promises are 
enough for us. Contentment is found in a 
changed heart—one captivated by Christ. 
In Him, we have everything.

REV. JOEL E. KIM is president and assistant professor of 

New Testament at Westminster Seminary California and 

a teaching elder in the Presbyterian Church in America. 

He is author of Romans: Nothing but Grace and coeditor 

of Always Reformed. 

13
FRIDAY

JAMES 4:17 “So whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is sin.”

FAILING TO DO WHAT IS RIGHT

God’s command-
ments are 

comprehensive, each 
one telling us what 

we must do and 
what we must not 
do. One tool that 

helps us understand 
this is the 

Westminster Shorter 
Catechism, which 

explores what each 
of the Ten 

Commandments 
calls us to do and 

not to do. Using such 
resources can help us 

better understand 
the law so that we 

may sin less and less.

B y warning us about presuming too much about the future 
and encouraging us to make our plans in light of God’s sov-
ereign providence, James has conveyed an essential point: 

We must remember who we are as limited creatures and take the 
Lord into account in all things (James 4:13–16). Given our propen-
sity to live like practical atheists, James’ point is well taken. It is 
easy to attend church on Sunday and then forget God during the 
rest of the week. Whether our current vocation is as a homemak-
er, business owner, student, or employee, how often do we forget 
that we are to remember our Creator in our vocational life? After 
all, we are called to do all things to the glory of God (1 Cor. 10:31). 
This makes it a sin to forget Him when we are outside the church 
walls and a transgression to make plans without reference to Him.

Now that James has warned us not to forget the Lord, we have 
no excuse if we continue to do so. That is the main point of today’s 
verse, where the Apostle says that “whoever knows the right thing 
to do and fails to do it, for him it is sin” (James 4:17). We should 
know that we must take the Lord into account in all things, but 
since James makes the principle clear, we cannot plead ignorance 
if we do not follow through, though even ignorance would not 
excuse us. If we fail to consider the Lord when we make our plans 
even though we have been told to do so, we have disobeyed, com-
mitting what is called a sin of omission.

We readily recognize sins of commission, sins whereby we do 
something that God expressly forbids. An example of this in light of 
James 4:13–16 would be making plans to commit a known sin, such 
as defrauding people to make a living. We often fail to see our sins of 
omission whereby we fail to live up to the Lord’s standards, such as 
when we fail to make plans while conscious of divine providence. 
Moreover, we often see sins of omission as less significant than sins 
of commission. Scripture does not allow us to draw this conclusion. 
If we fail to do what we know that we are supposed to do, we sin.

As noted above, ignorance of the good that we are to do does not 
excuse our failure to do it. As we see in texts such as Luke 12:35–48,  
however, it is worse to know the good and fail to act. Augustine of 
Hippo writes: “Does the one who does not know how to do good 
and does not do it commit a sin? He certainly does, but the one who 
knows what is good and does not do it sins more grievously.”

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
Leviticus 5:1 

Matthew 21:28–32

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Deuteronomy 23–25 

Mark 15:1–20

THE WEEKEND� 
Deuteronomy 26–31 

Mark 15:21–16:20

44  T A B L E T A L K   M A R C H  2 0 2 6 T A B L E T A L K M A G A Z I N E . C O M  45  



CORAM DEO
Living before the  

face of God

CORAM DEO
Living before the  

face of God

17
TUESDAY

16
MONDAY

JAMES 5:1–3 “Come now, you rich, weep and howl for the miseries that are coming upon you” (v. 1).
JAMES 5:4–6 “You have lived on the earth in luxury and in self-indulgence. You have fattened your 
hearts in a day of slaughter. You have condemned and murdered the righteous person. He does not 
resist you” (vv. 5–6).

THE IMPERMANENCE  
OF EARTHLY WEALTH THE MISUSE OF WEALTH

Where do we place 
our ultimate trust? 

Because of the 
remaining presence 
of sin, we can fall 
into the trap of 

thinking that our 
riches provide some 

kind of ultimate 
security. We must 

avoid such thinking, 
for only the Lord is 

our shelter.

God’s Word gives us 
great freedom in 

determining how we 
spend our money, so 
we must be careful 
about not judging 

what others do with 
their possessions. At 
the same time, we 

should regularly 
consider what we do 

with our resources 
and what our use of 

our wealth might 
say about our hearts. 

God wants us to 
enjoy His good gifts 
and to be generous 
to others who need 

our help.

T he Apostle James has been reminding us that we should 
take God into account as we plan for the future. His words 
apply to all our plans, but he has focused especially on the 

plans of those who are engaged in commerce and seek to make a 
profit (James 4:13–17). James’ teaching is part of his overall con-
cern with poverty and wealth, one of the three main themes of 
his epistle. His discussion of wealth continues in today’s passage.

James’ tone takes a sharp turn in 5:1–3 as he issues a prophetic 
judgment on the rich that has much in common with the oracles of 
woe pronounced by the old covenant prophets. The difficulty here 
is in determining whether James is addressing believers or unbe-
lievers. While there are good arguments to be made that James has 
wealthy believers in view, the evidence favors wealthy unbelievers as 
the target of his critique. The sudden shift in James’ tone and lack of 
an explicit reference to the possibility of repentance makes it more 
likely that he has in view wealthy non-Christians who have been 
mistreating believers (see vv. 4–6). It might seem odd that James 
would direct his words to unbelievers in a letter meant to be read in 
the church, but it makes sense when we think about it. Christians 
who have little might be tempted to envy non-Christians who have 
great wealth, and James’ calling for judgment on rich oppressors re-
minds believers that in the end, wealth will not save them, helping 
us not to envy. His words also remind us that God will avenge those 
who mistreat believers, helping us develop patience as we await that 
day (see vv. 7–11). Importantly, we remember also that the Old Tes-
tament prophets included oracles of judgment against the nations 
in their books even though their audience was primarily made up 
of old covenant believers (see Jer. 46–51).

As we will see in our next study, James is condemning not wealth 
in and of itself but rather the misuse of wealth. Those who engage 
in such misuse are apt to trust in that wealth to save them and to 
solve all their problems. Consequently, James stresses the imper-
manence of wealth. The fancy garments of rich oppressors are al-
ready rotted and moth-eaten (James 5:2). Of course, they were not 
really wearing clothes in such poor shape; James’ description con-
veys the certainty of their eventual destruction, for decay comes 
to all things. He makes similar comments about gold and silver, 
which will not rescue them on judgment day (v. 3).

R ich men and women who do not believe in Christ are the 
object of James’ oracle of judgment in James 5:1–6. As we 
have seen in verses 1–3, the Apostle condemns these people 

because of their misplaced trust in their wealth, which is transitory. 
The corruption that their wealth suffers over time as part of the 
decay that affects all creation will actually be a testimony against 
them at the last day, its degradation bearing witness that they were 
foolish all along to trust in their riches to save them.

Verses 4–6, which we are considering in today’s study, show us that 
James is addressing not the possession of wealth in itself but rather 
the misuse of that wealth. In the first-century Roman Empire, a small 
group of wealthy landowners was increasingly coming into posses-
sion of land. This created a situation in which many people had to 
hire themselves out as day laborers to these landowners. At the end of 
each day, the workers were to receive their wages, and it was especially 
vital that they be paid on time because they lived at a subsistence lev-
el. As we see in verse 4, however, many of the non-Christian wealthy 
landowners were holding back their wages. James condemns them 
for this mistreatment, for it violated biblical standards of justice (v. 4; 
see Deut. 24:15). James even warns that the workers’ cries have come 
to the ears of the “Lord of hosts,” which is a title that highlights God’s 
incomparable power (James 5:4; see also Isa. 1:24). The impoverished 
Christians may suffer for a time, but ultimately they have the all-pow-
erful Creator looking out for them, and He will not acquit those who 
mistreat His people. John Calvin comments, “They who have the 
power of doing wrong ought to abstain from injustice, lest they pro-
voke God against them, who is the protector and patron of the poor.”

James goes on to condemn the wealthy unbelievers for their lux-
ury and self-indulgence (James 5:5). Scripture says that it is a gift 
of God to enjoy our possessions (Eccl. 5:19), so James cannot be 
condemning all personal enjoyment of one’s wealth. He has in view 
those who make personal pleasure their supreme good, who in-
dulge their every craving without giving thought to helping those 
in need. In our current era, when we are encouraged to live only 
for the moment and to satisfy our every desire, James’ words should 
not be passed over quickly. Those who make an idol out of money 
and the goods and services that money can buy are fattening them-
selves up for slaughter on the last day (James 5:5).

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
Proverbs 11:4 

Ecclesiastes 6:1–2 
Matthew 6:19–21 

Luke 12:13–21

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Deuteronomy 32–33 

Luke 1:1–38

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
Proverbs 14:24; 

22:16; 28:22 
Ecclesiastes 5:10 

1 Timothy 6:17–19

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Deuteronomy 34 

Luke 1:39–56
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JAMES 5:7–8a “Be patient, therefore, brothers, until the coming of the Lord. See how the farmer 
waits for the precious fruit of the earth, being patient about it, until it receives the early and the late 
rains. You also, be patient.”

JAMES 5:8b–9 “Establish your hearts, for the coming of the Lord is at hand. Do not grumble against 
one another, brothers, so that you may not be judged; behold, the Judge is standing at the door.”

PATIENTLY AWAITING  
THE LORD’S COMING

THE NEARNESS  
OF THE LORD’S COMING

The farming 
metaphor that James 
uses helps us see that 

patience does not 
mean inactivity. 

Farmers cannot make 
their crops grow, but 
they can work the 

soil, make 
preparations for 

future harvests, and 
more while they wait 

for the rains to do 
their work on the 
seed they have 

planted. Similarly, as 
we wait for Christ’s 
return, we can pray 

for its coming, 
proclaim the gospel, 
disciple the nations, 

and faithfully serve in 
all the ways that God 
has called us to serve.

Even if we are not 
being exploited by 
non-Christians, we 

can still face 
challenges because 

of pressures at work, 
at school, and 

elsewhere. These 
challenges can make 

us prone to be 
impatient with and 

lash out at our 
friends, families, and 
fellow Christians. Let 

us ask the Lord to 
grant us patience 

and to help us 
understand how the 

nearness of His 
coming enables us 

to endure our 
suffering without 

hurting others.

S ome of the Christians to whom James wrote belonged to the 
middle class, and perhaps some of them were even wealthy. 
We learn as much from his directives concerning business, 

God’s providence, and planning recorded in James 4:13–16. His words 
make no sense unless at least some of his original readers engaged 
in commercial enterprises and made a fairly good living. Others in 
James’ original audience, however, lived in significant poverty and 
were exploited by wealthy non-Christian landowners. These indi-
viduals are personified as “the righteous person” who does not resist 
his oppressors (5:1–6). In reality, there was not much that they could 
do to gain relief given the political and social realities of their day.

One thing that these impoverished believers could do, howev-
er, was to respond with godly patience to their trials, and this is 
what James commends in today’s passage. Specifically, James tells 
his readers to be patient “until the coming of the Lord” (v. 7). Here 
the Apostle makes another reference to the last day, associating it 
particularly with the return of Christ. Earlier he warned wealthy 
unbelievers that this last day will be a day of judgment and con-
demnation (vv. 1–6), but when he calls us to patience in light of 
the Lord’s coming, he is exhorting us to see the last day as a day of 
victory and reversal of fortune. James’ words are in keeping with 
those of the Old Testament prophets, who foresaw a day when all 
will be set right, when God’s oppressed people will be exalted and 
rescued from their difficulties (Isa. 14:1–2; Mal. 4:1–3). James has re-
turned to one of the main themes of his letter—responding rightly 
to trials (see James 1:2–4, 12)—looking to the certainty of the Lord’s 
coming. Whatever the hardship we face in the present, knowing 
that Christ is returning to set all things right can help us patiently 
endure our troubles.

James uses an agricultural metaphor to underscore the certain-
ty of the Lord’s return and the benefits of patience. His original 
audience was familiar with the rainy season in the Holy Land, when 
the “early . . . rains” of autumn and the “late rains” of spring were 
vital for farming. The coming of these rains was sure to bring a 
harvest, but the farmers had to wait patiently for and through them 
until the earth yielded its fruit. In the same way, we must wait pa-
tiently for the return of Christ, which will certainly come and which 
will bring us final rescue from all our travails (5:7–8a).

T aking personal vengeance is a temptation for those who suffer 
unjustly, and no doubt the members of James’ original audi-
ence who were being exploited by wealthy non-Christians 

at times felt that they should repay their oppressors in kind. As we 
have seen, however, the Apostle James counsels patience and not 
vengeance, for the Lord Jesus Christ is sure to return and will do 
a far better job of establishing justice than we ever could (James 
5:1–8a). Having established the certainty of the Lord’s coming as a 
basis for patience, James in today’s passage looks to the nearness of 
Jesus’ return as an encouragement to endure suffering.

James writes that we must “establish [our] hearts, for the com-
ing of the Lord is at hand” (v. 8b). Here we see an expectation that 
the return of Jesus could happen at any moment, and indeed the 
nearness of Christ’s second coming has always been a part of the 
Christian faith. Of course, it has been almost two thousand years 
since James wrote, which seems like a long time to wait for some-
thing that was near in the days of the Apostles. Yet regarding the 
nearness of Christ’s return, we need to think in terms of a sequence 
of events, not the passage of time. To say that the Lord’s coming 
is near is to say that it is the next milestone event to happen in 
the outworking of God’s plan of salvation. In other words, what 
comes next in the redemption of creation is the return of Jesus. 
Many individuals, of course, have come and continue to come to 
saving faith between our Lord’s ascension and His coming again, 
but with reference to our Creator’s salvation of the entire church, 
only Jesus’ second advent to consummate His kingdom remains. 
Thus, His return is near and could happen at any moment, even 
though from a temporal perspective, we do not know if it will hap-
pen after another hour, day, month, year, century, or millennium.

In light of the nearness of the Lord’s coming, we are to establish 
ourselves in the faith, knowing that we can endure suffering be-
cause Jesus will reward us (v. 8b). We also are not to grumble and 
complain against each other because the Judge is soon to appear 
(v. 9). When we face hard times, we are apt to lash out at those close 
to us, so James’ words are a needed warning. After all, our treatment 
of one another will be taken into account when the Lord gracious-
ly evaluates our works. If we lash out at others, our reward will be 
less than it would be otherwise (see 1 Cor. 3:10–15).

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
Deut. 11:13–15 

Psalm 37 
Mark 4:26–29 
Romans 12:12

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Joshua 1–2 

Luke 1:57–80

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
Numbers 13:1–14:38 

Proverbs 19:13 
Philippians 2:14–16 

Revelation 22:20

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Joshua 3–4 

Luke 2:1–21
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T E S S A  T H O M P S O N

GETTING READY FOR WORSHIP

W E E K E N D  D E V O T I O N A L
M A R C H  2 1 – 2 2

W hen I was a teenager, “getting 
ready for church” mainly con-
sisted of picking out a cute 

outfit and grabbing my Bible on my way 
out the door. Fast-forward a couple of de-
cades, and Sunday preparations involve a 
lot more than ironing a dress. Getting out 
the door with bread for the Lord’s Supper, 
children dressed in clean clothes, and a meal 
prepared for hospitality means that Satur-
day is a day of forethought and hard work. 

If I’m honest, it’s great to walk out the 
door feeling ready for the day. Is the slow 
cooker set to low? Check. Child number 2 
needs a pencil to take notes? Check. I’ve got 
three. There are many ways that we can be 
externally prepared, and giving thought 
to these things can indeed reflect a high 
view of the Lord’s Day, which is good and 
right. If I’m running around trying to find 
matching shoes at 8:55, it’s a lot more like-
ly that I’ll arrive to worship with a fraz-
zled heart. 

Yet detailed external preparations do not 
magically guarantee the inward prepara-
tion of the heart. My Bible may be packed 
and my slow cooker full, but what is the 
condition of my heart toward God and His 
people? Getting out the door for church 
does not cause the daily burdens we carried 
the preceding week to magically disappear. 
And Sunday is undoubtedly Satan’s favorite 
day to make those burdens feel especially 
heavy so as to make our hearts cold and hard.

Speaking of the Pharisees in Matthew 
15:8, Jesus said, “This people honors me 
with their lips, but their heart is far from 
me.” We may not be worshiping God “in 

vain” (v. 9) in the same way that the Phar-
isees were, but even if we have our doc-
trine settled, it’s entirely possible to arrive 
at worship and go through the motions 
with hearts far from God. 

We desperately need the Holy Spirit to 
help us fight against this, and one of the 
best ways that we can do that is by taking 
time to ask God to make us hungry for the 
feast and humble for the fellowship.

Lord’s Day worship—singing, corpo-
rate prayer, Scripture reading, preaching, 
and sacraments—ought to be a feast for 
our souls. One way to come hungry is by 
reading in advance the passage that will be 
preached, or even going over the whole lit-
urgy if it’s available. Think of any questions 
you might have. If it’s a familiar passage, 
pray that God would open it up in a deeper 
way. Confess your lack of understanding 
or interest. Name the present burdens that 
may distract you during worship and en-
trust them afresh to the Lord.

One of the outworkings of true humil-
ity is love for God’s people, even those who 
are  awkward or unlikable. It’s easy to turn 
inward and let both pride and preference 
shape our interactions on Sunday. We can 
pray beforehand that providence would in-
stead direct our fellowship, even if that 
means getting out of our comfort zone or 
missing a conversation with a close friend. 
And then we can be expectant that God 
will actually answer those prayers.

TESSA THOMPSON is author of Laughing at the Days to 

Come: Facing Present Trials and Future Uncertainties 

with Gospel Hope.

20
FRIDAY

JAMES 5:10–11 “As an example of suffering and patience, brothers, take the prophets who spoke in 
the name of the Lord. Behold, we consider those blessed who remained steadfast. You have heard of 
the steadfastness of Job, and you have seen the purpose of the Lord, how the Lord is compassionate 
and merciful.”

EXAMPLES OF PATIENCE

God promises a 
great blessing to 

those who wait on 
Him, trusting that 

He will set all things 
right (Isa. 40:27–31). 
Such waiting is hard, 

but the Spirit will 
enable us to be 

patient as we think 
on the Lord’s 

righteous character 
and His sure 

promise to reward 
all those who 

patiently endure 
suffering, looking to 

Him as their 
ultimate Rescuer.

T he certainty and nearness of the return of Jesus should 
motivate us to patiently endure our trials and tribulations 
(James 5:1–9). Of course, this does not mean that God forbids 

all attempts to alleviate suffering or to escape tribulation. Other 
passages of Scripture tell us to improve our lot if we are able to do 
so (e.g., 1 Cor. 7:21). The point, rather, is that we should take our 
eyes off personal vengeance and not allow our difficulties to make 
us grumble against others (James 5:7–9). Knowing that Christ will 
soon set all things right can help us fulfill those directives.

Continuing his exhortations to patience, James in today’s passage 
directs us to Old Testament examples of individuals who suffered 
patiently and experienced blessing. First, the Apostle reminds us 
of “the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord” (v. 10). James 
does not tell us exactly whom he has in mind, but we can think of 
someone such as Jeremiah, who was imprisoned in the king’s pal-
ace, cast into a cistern, and eventually dragged off to Egypt because 
he continued to proclaim the oracles of judgment against Judah 
that God gave him (Jer. 32:1–2; 38:1–13; 43:1–7). James may also 
be thinking of Isaiah, who was sawn in two according to a Jewish 
tradition apparently endorsed in Hebrews 11:37. It might be hard 
for us to consider the sufferings of these prophets and others and 
regard those men as blessed, but we should remember Jesus’ words 
in Matthew 5:11–12 that those who are reviled and persecuted for 
Christ’s sake are blessed because they are experiencing the same 
things as the prophets and will receive a great reward. James al-
most certainly had these words of Jesus in mind when he wrote 
today’s passage.

James also gives us Job as an example of the patient saint whose 
steadfastness is rewarded. Job might seem an odd choice to illus-
trate patience, for the book that bears his name records his fre-
quent complaints to God about his suffering. Importantly, how-
ever, Job never abandoned his faith during his ordeal, and in fact 
we see that by the end of his story, his faith is more perfected than 
at the start, for he comes to confess the power and goodness of 
our inscrutable Creator (Job 42:1–6). The endurance that Job ac-
quired is itself a blessing, but we also note that he received twice 
as much as he had before his trial because of his patient endur-
ance (vv. 10–17).

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
Proverbs 11:19 

Revelation 3:7–13

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Joshua 5–6 

Luke 2:22–52

THE WEEKEND� 
Joshua 7–10 

Luke 3
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JAMES 5:12 “Above all, my brothers, do not swear, either by heaven or by earth or by any other oath, 
but let your ‘yes’ be yes and your ‘no’ be no, so that you may not fall under condemnation.”

JAMES 5:13 “Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray. Is anyone cheerful? Let him sing praise.”

PEOPLE OF OUR WORD ONGOING PRAYER AND PRAISE

Dr. R.C. Sproul 
comments, “The 

Christian is expected 
to be a person 

whose word can be 
trusted.” Ultimately, 

that is what James is 
telling us in today’s 

verse. Oaths and 
vows are appropriate 
on solemn occasions, 
but not for everyday 
use, for God expects 
us not to need them 

to keep everyday 
promises. It is better 
not to swear at all 
than to swear an 

oath that we do not 
intend to keep.

The Christian is to 
live all of life with a 

Godward focus, 
remembering the 
Lord in both good 

times and bad. 
Making sure to pray 
for God’s help when 

we are ill and to 
praise Him when we 
are cheerful can help 

us keep the Lord 
foremost in our 

thinking and live all 
of life in a way that 

honors Him.

P oor Christians who are being mistreated by wealthy un-
believers are not to take personal vengeance or grumble 
against one another. Instead, they are to patiently wait for 

the Lord’s return to set things right, just as farmers wait for harvest, 
imitating the steadfastness of the prophets and Job (James 5:1–11). 
Such waiting does not entail doing nothing or mean that any at-
tempt to alleviate suffering is wrong. After all, farmers continue 
to work their fields in various ways as they wait for their crops to 
mature. The point is that we are not to let our suffering turn us 
against others or take away our faith in our good and gracious God.

In today’s verse, James appends a warning about oaths to his 
teaching on Christian patience (v. 12). Commentators differ as to 
why James would put this instruction here. The most likely expla-
nation is that the poor Christians who were being oppressed by 
wealthy unbelievers would have been tempted to swear oaths that 
they were unlikely to be able to keep when they promised to repay 
debts. Whatever the case may be, James’ words must guide us today.

First, James cannot be forbidding all oaths, for the Apostles made 
oaths and vows under some circumstances (e.g., see Acts 18:18). 
Moreover, Scripture generally assumes that people should make 
vows; what we cannot do is swear by God’s name falsely (Lev. 19:12). 
What, then, is James doing? John Calvin says that James reproves 
those “who taught that they could swear with impunity, provided 
they adopted some circuitous expressions.” James is dealing with 
the same kind of thing that Jesus addresses when He calls out the 
Pharisees in Matthew 23:16–22. Many Pharisees had the idea that 
one did not really have to keep an oath if it had been sworn not in 
God’s name but in the name of something associated with the Lord. 
They developed an elaborate moral framework whereby they gave 
themselves permission to break their vows as long as they did not 
expressly use the name of God in swearing.

This practice missed the point. We are not to swear oaths casu-
ally or make them in such a way that we think we can break them 
with impunity. Only God can perfectly hold us accountable for 
keeping our promises. We ultimately speak falsely against God, 
thereby committing blasphemy, when we think that leaving His 
name out of an oath renders Him unwilling or unable to hold us 
to account for our word. We must keep our godly promises.

O ur need to respond to the trials of life appropriately so that 
we develop steadfastness and a mature faith is one of the 
main emphases of the book of James, being the very first 

topic that the Apostle addresses in his letter (James 1:2–4). Much 
of the last chapter of James deals with the same issue, and we have 
thus far read about what we should do when we are suffering at the 
hands of non-Christians, especially in cases of economic exploita-
tion (5:1–12). In today’s verse, the Apostle switches to trials asso-
ciated with illness and sin, beginning a section that deals mainly 
with physical suffering and troubles associated with transgression. 

James 5:13 begins with a question: “Is anyone among you suf-
fering?” If we reply with a yes, James counsels us: “Let him pray.” 
The word “suffering” is broad in scope, and it can refer to suffering 
persecution for the sake of the gospel, suffering exploitation and 
injustice, suffering with an illness, and more. Thus, James’ words 
apply to any instance of suffering. The immediate context and its 
focus on sickness, however, indicates that James primarily has the 
suffering associated with physical ailments in view (see vv. 14–16).

Going to the Lord in prayer when we are ill or injured should be 
our immediate response. Sadly, however, we sometimes think of 
prayer as a last resort. Often, the first thing we do is to call the doctor 
or begin taking medication. Modern medicine, of course, is one tool 
that our good Lord has providentially given to help us get well, so 
there is no shame in using physicians, surgeries, medications, and 
so on. Paul even commends the medicinal use of wine in 1 Timothy 
5:23. We err, however, if all we do is to make use of the natural rem-
edies available to us and do not call on the Lord who has ordained 
the discovery of these remedies and who can also provide supernat-
ural assistance. Moreover, James’ teaching that trials can mature us 
in our faith tells us that when we are ill or injured, we should pray 
not only for a physical recovery but also for the grace and strength 
to endure and learn from our physical trials (see James 1:2–4).

James goes on to tell those who are not suffering but cheerful 
that they should sing praise (5:13). This is not to say that one should 
not sing while suffering. Because it can be easy to forget the Lord 
when things are going well (see Deut. 8:11–20), it is particularly 
important for us to praise God during years of abundance so that 
we remember that it all comes from Him.

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
Numbers 30:1–2 

Psalm 119:106 
Matthew 5:33–37 

Hebrews 6:13

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Joshua 11–12 
Luke 4:1–41

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
2 Chronicles 32:24 
Nehemiah 9:26–27 

Psalm 9:1–2 
1 Corinthians 14:15

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Joshua 13–14 

Luke 4:42–5:26
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JAMES 5:14–15 “Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church, and let them 
pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord. And the prayer of faith will save the one 
who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up. And if he has committed sins, he will be forgiven.”

JAMES 5:16a “Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may 
be healed.”

PRAYER FOR THE SICK CONFESSION, PRAYER,  
AND HEALING

When we look at 
Scripture’s teaching 

on healing and 
prayer, we must 
always balance 

several truths: God is 
able to heal; 

sometimes God does 
not heal because we 
do not ask Him to 
heal; God is willing 
to heal; and God 

heals according to 
His sovereign plan. 

This should move us 
to pray for healing, 

all the while 
understanding that 
our prayer does not 

force God’s hand and 
that we are to trust 

Him whether  
or not He heals  
us physically.

Churches should be 
the safest places for 

people to confess 
their sins to each 
other. Regrettably, 

however, confessions 
of sin are not always 
kept private when 

they should be, 
some offenders use 

apologies to 
manipulate people, 
and some offended 
people are unwilling 

to extend 
forgiveness even 

when the sinner is 
truly repentant. As 
we are able, let us 

live in such a way to 
help make our 

churches safe for 
confessing and 
forgiving sin.

S teadfastness in our faith is produced as we endure our trials 
in a God-centered manner, patiently awaiting the last day 
when the Lord will set everything right and asking Him for 

grace and strength to endure and to learn from our suffering (James 
1:2–4; 5:7–13). None of this means that we should remain passive 
in our pain or that we would be wrong ever to look for our partic-
ular trials to end. James makes this point in today’s passage as he 
continues to present some practical ways to respond to tribulation.

In James 5:13, the Apostle called for prayer during suffering, focus-
ing particularly, but not exclusively, on physical illness. James goes 
further in verse 14 to address situations in which physical sickness 
calls for a special intervention by the church’s elders. He envisions 
a situation in which sick people call on the elders to visit, which 
indicates that these individuals are likely suffering serious illness 
that makes it impossible for them to travel. According to today’s 
passage, the elders are to come, anoint the sick person with oil (ol-
ive oil), and pray for the individual’s healing. Some commentators 
have argued that James calls for oil because ancient people used 
it medicinally, but his use of the term “anointing” points us in a 
different direction. Old covenant priests and kings were anointed 
to consecrate them to God (e.g., Ex. 28:41; 1 Sam. 16:13). Similarly, 
the anointing that James has in view, when coupled with prayer, 
sets the sick person apart to the Lord as an object of His special care 
and empowerment.

James says that when the elders anoint sick individuals and pray 
for them in faith, the ill people will be made well (James 5:15). Cer-
tainly, the Apostle cannot mean that physical healing will occur 
every time that the elders pray for someone. Paul prayed in faith for 
God to remove the “thorn” in his flesh, but God did not do so (2 Cor. 
12:7–9). We must take the words of James about the elders’ prayers 
in concert with his words about God’s sovereign will (James 4:13–17). 
Thus, James means that God answers the prayers of the elders with 
physical healing when He has sovereignly ordained to do so. More-
over, the sins that caused the physical ailment will be forgiven (5:15), 
but note that while some sins can lead to physical sickness, not 
every illness results from a particular sin, as the book of Job tells us. 
We can also be sure that God always forgives a repentant person 
even if He does not heal every physical ailment (1 John 1:8–10).

E lders of the church, we have seen, may be called on in the 
case of severe illness to anoint and pray for the sick (James 
5:14–15). Very clearly, the purpose of this is for physical 

healing, so the book of James does not provide a basis for the Ro-
man Catholic sacrament known as extreme unction or anointing 
of the sick, which is performed when a person is close to death. Its 
intent is not so much to bring physical healing but to prepare the 
individual for dying. Roman Catholic theologians try to ground 
their teaching on James 5:14–15, but that is a distortion of James’ 
intent. Yet this is not the only text in James used wrongly to support 
Roman Catholic sacramental practice. Today’s verse is sometimes 
cited as at least a partial justification for the Roman Catholic sac-
rament of penance, wherein a person makes private confession of 
sin to a priest to receive divine forgiveness.

While the sacrament of penance is unbiblical and private confes-
sion to a clergyman is not required by the Scriptures, this does not 
mean that confessing one’s sin to other people is inherently a bad 
idea. In fact, as we see in James 5:16a, confessing our sins to one an-
other and praying for one another are sound practices if we under-
stand them appropriately. Looking to the whole scope of Scripture, 
we see that confessing our sins to one another is done not really to 
secure God’s forgiveness but so that others will pardon us for the 
wrongs we have committed against them (e.g., see Matt. 18:21–22). 
If our sins against one another go unaddressed, they can destroy a 
church, so offenders should confess to the offended party in order to 
receive the healing of forgiveness that maintains peace and whole-
ness in the church. At times, the offended party may even need to 
go to the offender (v. 15), but we should also note that those who 
have been sinned against are not called to point out every misdeed. 
Minor sins are to be covered with love, the offended party releasing 
the offender even if he never confesses his sin (1 Peter 4:8). It takes 
godly wisdom to do all this rightly, so it is good to get counsel from 
people who know the full breadth of Scripture’s teaching on sin and 
forgiveness well and take all of it into account before confessing sin 
or confronting an offender.

The goal in all this is to foster healing (James 5:16a). Those who 
have been sinned against must be willing to forgive if an offender 
is truly penitent, and offenders must not downplay their sin.

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
2 Kings 4:8–37 

Isaiah 38 
Mark 6:7–13 

Acts 28:8

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Joshua 15–17 
Luke 5:27–39

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
Genesis 50:15–21 

2 Corinthians 2:5–11 
Ephesians 4:32 

Colossians 3:12–13

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Joshua 18–19 
Luke 6:1–26
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SLANDER, BACKBITING,  
AND TALEBEARING

W E E K E N D  D E V O T I O N A L
M A R C H  2 8 – 2 9

F ew sins feel as ordinary—and yet are 
as destructive—as slander, backbit-
ing, and talebearing (see Westminster 

Larger Catechism 145). Because these sins 
often occur in casual conversation rather 
than in formal accusations, they easily pass 
unnoticed. Yet these sins of the tongue strike 
at the heart of Christian charity and peace. 

Slander seeks to damage a person’s reputa-
tion through falsehood. Augustine warned 
that when Satan cannot devour a believer 
through open sin, he often turns to the sub-
tler weapon of calumny—either by sully-
ing a good name or by sowing suspicion in 
the hearts of others. He knew that a good 
name is fragile. Shakespeare captured the 
devastation well: To steal a purse is trivial; 
to steal a reputation is to impoverish the 
soul. Slander does not enrich the slanderer; 
it only ruins the slandered.

Backbiting differs slightly. It involves 
speaking unnecessarily of another’s faults, 
even when the information is true. Truth 
alone does not justify speech. Love stewards 
truth. Speaking what is true without ne-
cessity or charity violates the command to 
cover a neighbor’s sin rather than broadcast 
it. But a malicious heart and a slandering 
tongue often dwell together.

The ninth commandment exposes how 
seriously God regards these sins. Slander 
differs from false witness in setting: one oc-
curs in ordinary life, the other in court. But 
the moral substance is the same—malice 
joined to falsehood. Matthew Henry pressed 
this further, warning that reputations are 
as vulnerable in conversation as lives are in 
the courtroom. What makes slander espe-

cially cruel is that it offers little chance for 
redress. A whispered accusation often trav-
els farther and faster than a public defense.

We need to be warned against not only 
speaking slander but listening to it. To re-
ceive malicious speech is to participate in 
it. Slander wounds not only the accused 
but the hearer as well. Thus, the sin com-
pounds. As Paul says, those who bite and 
devour one another risk being consumed 
by one another (Gal. 5:15).

Talebearing—what we commonly call 
gossip—extends this destruction further. 
Gossip traffics in information to which the 
hearer has no rightful claim. The gossiper 
becomes an unauthorized steward of anoth-
er’s story. Often overlooked, however, is the 
guilt of the gossip-listener. But it is as foolish 
to believe every tale as it is sinful to spread 
one. Wisdom examines reports carefully 
and refuses to delight in scandal. Indeed, 
we should remember that a person who 
gossips to you will likely gossip about you.

Augustine was correct. Yet perhaps even 
more so in our day than in his, reputations 
are easily shattered. Information travels at 
light speed. Even so, Christians are called 
to be reputation repairers, not destroyers. 
To guard our tongues is to love our neigh-
bor. To refuse slander—spoken or heard—
is to resist the devil himself. Too often, how-
ever, Christians participate in Satan’s work. 
Brothers, these things ought not to be so.

REV. AARON L. GARRIOTT  is managing editor of 

Tabletalk magazine and associate pastor of Spruce Creek 

Presbyterian Church in Port Orange, Fla. He is author 

of A Word Fitly Spoken and Thy Deepest Distress.

27
FRIDAY

JAMES 5:16b–18 “The prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working. Elijah was a man 
with a nature like ours, and he prayed fervently that it might not rain, and for three years and six months 
it did not rain on the earth. Then he prayed again, and heaven gave rain, and the earth bore its fruit.”

THE POWER OF PRAYER

Elijah’s story shows 
us also the 

importance of 
persevering in prayer, 

for he had to pray 
repeatedly for the 
drought to end in 

ancient Israel (1 Kings 
18:41–46). Sometimes 

we do not see the 
power of prayer 
because we pray 
once or twice and 
then give up. Yet 
effectual prayer 

sometimes involves 
not only praying 

according to God’s 
will but also 

persevering in prayer 
over time. Let us not 

grow weary in 
praying until we get 

an answer. 

A s we have seen, James 5 focuses on the trials we face as 
Christians and how to respond to them appropriately by 
not grumbling against one another but with patience, con-

fession of sin, and prayer (vv. 1–16a). Certainly, these are not passive 
responses. They are also not immediate “fixes,” as it were, for our trials; 
thus, it can be easy to think that they are not effective methods for 
dealing with tribulation. Human beings, after all, like solutions that 
“work” right away, and we often look for our own practical efforts to 
solve our problems. In light of this, it makes sense that James would 
stress the power of prayer in today’s passage (vv. 16b–18). Prayer is 
not an ineffectual response in our suffering; rather, “the prayer of a 
righteous person has great power as it is working.”

Believers must take James’ words to heart. Prayer is not a futile 
exercise, a mere expression of our wishes to the ether. Instead, prayer 
is our living connection to the Lord God Almighty, the One who has 
the power to bring whatever He wills into existence (Rom. 4:17; Heb. 
11:3). Nothing is too difficult for Him (Jer. 32:17). Prayer is power-
ful not in itself but because it calls on the all-powerful Creator of 
all things. Furthermore, it is not just the prayers of any person that 
have great power but the prayers of a righteous person. James does 
not mean that we must be perfect or that our own obedience makes 
prayers effective. John Calvin explains that James “names expressly 
the prayer of a righteous or just [person]; because God does not hear 
the ungodly; nor is access to God open, except through a good con-
science: not that our prayers are founded on our own worthiness, but 
because the heart must be cleansed by faith before we can present 
ourselves before God. Then James testifies that the righteous or the 
faithful pray for us beneficially and not without fruit.”

To illustrate the power of prayer, James turns to the Old Testament 
and the example of the prophet Elijah, whose prayers initiated and 
brought to an end a severe drought in ancient Israel (1 Kings 17:1–7; 
18:41–46). James stresses that Elijah is “a man with a nature like ours” 
to help us understand that his prophetic office did not make his 
prayers more powerful than ours. Although we are not prophets, 
our prayers are as effective as those of Elijah—a believer like us—
when offered according to God’s will from hearts that know the Lord 
Jesus. Again, this is because the power of our prayers comes from the 
One to whom they are addressed: our omnipotent Creator.

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
Proverbs 15:29 

Luke 18:1–8

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Joshua 20–22 
Luke 6:27–49

THE WEEKEND� 
Joshua 23–Judges 3 

Luke 7:1–8:3
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JAMES 5:19–20 “My brothers, if anyone among you wanders from the truth and someone brings 
him back, let him know that whoever brings back a sinner from his wandering will save his soul from 
death and will cover a multitude of sins.”

JAMES 1:22 “Be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves.”

SAVING A SOUL FROM DEATH DOING TO AVOID 
SELF-DECEPTION

Dr. R.C. Sproul 
comments: “The care 

of the souls of the 
community is a 

matter of concern 
for every member, 

not only church 
officers or the clergy. 

Mutual help and 
encouragement are 
required.” God calls 
all of us to play a 
part in the care of 
souls, according to 
our various callings 
and giftings. We can 
reach out to erring 
brothers and sisters 
ourselves, and we 
can also call on the 

leaders of the church 
to get involved. 

God by His grace has 
brought us to faith 
and united us to 

Christ. By that same 
grace, He both 

commands believers 
to be doers of the 

Word and grants us 
the willingness and 
ability to obey Him. 

When we fall 
short—and we 
will—His grace 

remains on us and 
we are to repent and 
endeavor after new 
obedience. Let us 

identify one area in 
which we have not 
been doers of the 
Word, repent, and 

seek to obey, asking 
the Lord to enable us 

to serve Him.

T oday we come to the final verses of the book of James and 
the conclusion of the Apostle’s exhortation to the church. 
Unlike most of the other letters in the New Testament, James 

does ends not with personal greetings but with guidance for what 
to do if someone in the church “wanders from the truth” (James 
5:19–20). His instruction may seem abrupt, but his words make 
good sense in context. James has been explaining the right way to 
respond to our trials and tribulations, and sometimes a professing 
Christian under the pressure of suffering will abandon the faith 
entirely or embrace false teaching. Thus, a word regarding what 
to do in such cases fits this section of James quite well.

What are we to do when we see someone wandering into 
soul-damning error? We are to seek to bring that person back to 
the truth, which today’s passage assumes. James no doubt had the 
teaching of Jesus in view when he wrote the last words of his epis-
tle. Our Lord makes clear that there is great rejoicing whenever a 
shepherd goes after a sheep that has gone astray and rescues it from 
danger (Matt. 18:10–14). The shepherd rejoices, of course, because 
the sheep is back safe in the fold. James does not mention rejoicing 
explicitly, though we may assume its presence in his words implic-
itly. Instead, James stresses that when we bring a sinner back from 
his wandering, we save that person’s soul from death and cover a 
multitude of sins. Of course, James does not mean that we literally 
save souls ourselves but means that the Lord is pleased to work in 
and through our efforts to change hearts and bring reconciliation. 
John Calvin comments that it is “not that we can bestow salvation 
on them; but that God by our ministry delivers and saves those who 
seem otherwise to be nigh destruction.”

Stories of successful rescue missions thrill our souls, and rightly 
so. But the greatest rescue mission in history is God’s saving His 
people from sin, death, and Satan. In His kindness, our great Lord 
has granted us a part to play in this mission as we reach out with 
compassion and truth to those who have wandered from the truth, 
reminding them of the gospel and pleading with them to return. 
No enterprise is more worth our time than this, and the rescue has 
everlasting implications. Calvin writes, “Nothing is better or more 
desirable than to deliver a soul from eternal death; and this is what 
he does who restores an erring brother to the right way.”

W e have reached the end of our study of the book of 
James, and we pray that it has benefited you. This 
epistle gives much instruction on the practice of au-

thentic Christianity, and we ignore it to our peril.
James 1:22 gives us one main idea that unites all of James’ teach-

ing on the various topics that the Apostle addresses: “Be doers of 
the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves.” More than 
anything else, James wants our actions to match our profession, 
for our deeds to line up with the truths that we claim to believe. 
The Christian faith is not a collection of truths that we believe with 
our hearts and minds but that have no impact on our lives. Instead, 
authentic Christianity encompasses both faith and practice. If the 
truths that we claim to believe do not shape our actions, we do not 
actually believe them and our religion is worthless. Thus, we must 
not only hear the Word of God but do or obey it as well.

Doing the Word means that we put our confidence in the Lord’s 
power and goodness into practice by asking for His good gifts with 
sincere faith, mortifying any doubts that God will bless us with 
wisdom and endurance (vv. 1–18). To do the Word and not walk 
away from hearing it unchanged, we are to be quick to hear and 
slow to anger, seeking to remain undefiled as we bridle our tongues 
and care for orphans and widows (vv. 19–27). Doers of the Word do 
not show partiality, and they understand that all of God’s law of 
liberty applies to us, not just parts of it (2:1–13). True faith, in fact, 
bears the fruit of obedience. Our good works are not the grounds 
of our salvation, but individuals with authentic saving faith do 
good works, maturing in our friendship with God as we serve both 
Him and our neighbor (vv. 14–26). When we do the Word, we are 
careful with what we say and look for our words and our actions 
to be informed by the wisdom from above, which is a gift of God 
(ch. 3). Furthermore, doers of the Word flee worldliness, submit to 
God, resist the devil, and do not boast about tomorrow but hum-
bly trust in divine providence (ch. 4). Finally, doers of the Word 
endure suffering with patience and prayer, keeping their promises 
and seeking to restore people who wander from the truth (ch. 5).

Doing the Word requires much of us, but God has brought us to 
new spiritual life and granted us the strength to obey (1:18). Trusting 
in Christ alone, let us walk by the Spirit and do the Word.

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
Ezekiel 34 

Hosea 3 
Luke 15:1–10 

Jude 20–23

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Judges 4–5 

Luke 8:4–39

FOR FURTHER STUDY� 
Deuteronomy 29:29 

Proverbs 3:1 
Matthew 7:24–27 

1 John 5:3

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR� 
Judges 6–7 

Luke 8:40–56
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H E A R T  A F L A M E

TH E GREATEST 
TREASU RE TH AT WE 

H AVE IN TH IS L IF E 
IS  SU MMARIZED 
IN TH E WO RDS 

SPO K EN BY GO D:  “I 
AM CO NTINUAL LY 

WITH  YOU.”

T he book of psalms  continues 
to be a great help to believers 
around the world and across the 

ages because many saints identify with 
both the struggles and the victories de-
scribed therein. Psalm 73, written by Asaph, 
is no exception. I want us to consider the 
words found in verse 26 of that psalm: “My 
flesh and my heart may fail, but God is 
the strength of my heart and my portion 
forever.” Why is Asaph speaking about 
the failing of his flesh and heart? It is be-
cause of the circumstances in his life that 
he alluded to in the first part of the psalm. 
He began by saying: “Truly God is good 
to Israel, to those who are pure in heart. 
But as for me, my feet had almost stum-
bled, my steps had nearly slipped. For I 
was envious of the arrogant when I saw 
the prosperity of the wicked” (vv. 1–3).

What an admission. The psalmist be-
gan with how he felt at the time of writ-
ing, after a season when he almost gave 
up the faith. He was now in a position 
to acknowledge God’s goodness to His 
people. Yet the psalmist quickly stated 
that as true as this might have been, he 
had almost backslidden as he compared 
his outward circumstances with those of 
sinners around him. They were bulging 

Only God can bring about this seismic 
change in perspective. Asaph’s feet had 
almost slipped, but God held him up. The 
word that Asaph used for “strength” in He-
brew is the word translated elsewhere as 
“rock” (e.g., Ps. 18:2). It evokes the contrast 
of standing or building on rock, which is 
solid, versus building on sand, which is 
perilous. Only solid rock can hold us up 
when the rains come down like a flood 
and the howling winds 
are blowing like a hur-
ricane. In New Testa-
ment language, Chris-
tians can say with the 
hymn writer Edward 
Mote, “On Christ, the 
solid rock, I stand; all 
other ground is sink-
ing sand.” The Hebrew 
word also speaks of a 
refuge such as a fortress 
or a stronghold. We can 
hide and rest in God as 
we walk through the 
storms of life.

Note that before making this final con-
clusion, Asaph explained the unique rela-
tionship that God has with His people that 
far outweighs what sinners find in earthly 
pomp and pleasures. He wrote: “Neverthe-
less, I am continually with you; you hold 
my right hand. You guide me with your 
counsel, and afterward you will receive 
me to glory” (Ps. 73:23–24). These words 
speak of God’s reassuring presence, His 
upholding mercy, His wise counsel, and 
His persevering grace. In the darkest mo-
ments of a person’s life, these realities are 
the impregnable foundation and the strong 
refuge that money cannot buy.

Asaph calls God his portion. That has 
reference to a treasure that is divided out 
and brings great joy. So the greatest treasure 
that we have as Christians in this life is sum-
marized in the words spoken by God: “I am 

with prosperity while he was withering 
because of his trials in life (vv. 4–15). He 
had even begun to secretly envy the wicked.

We may not want to state this publicly, 
but difficult circumstances in life cause us, 
like Asaph, to ask heart-searching questions 
that can bring us to the brink of unbelief. 
Does God really exist, or could there be an-
other viable explanation for our existence? 
If He really exists, does He care about mo-
rality in the world? Could it be that it does 
not matter how a person lives? That might 
explain why wicked people are prospering. 
Such thoughts can make our hearts fail, 
as was the case with Asaph.

The psalmist, however, ultimately realiz-
es, “God is the strength of my heart and my 
portion forever” (v. 26). This lifesaving con-
trast started when Asaph entered God’s pres-
ence and light shone through the darkness 
(vv. 16–17). From that point on, although 
his outward circumstances remained the 
same, he became a totally different man. 
He was able to see the end from the be-
ginning. He realized that the wicked were 
being fattened for the day of slaughter. It 
was folly to envy them. He rebuked him-
self for his spiritual blindness. He said that 
he was like a beast—a creature of mere 
instinct—toward God (vv. 21–22).

continually with you.” I love the way that 
these words shine with unique brightness 
in the words of God spoken through Isaiah: 
“When you pass through the waters, I will 
be with you; and through the rivers, they 
shall not overwhelm you; when you walk 
through fire you shall not be burned, and 
the flame shall not consume you” (Isa. 43:2).

In the light of this truth, we can well 
understand Asaph’s saying: “Whom have 

I in heaven but you? 
And there is nothing 
on earth that I desire 
besides you. My flesh 
and my heart may fail, 
but God is the strength 
of my heart and my por-
tion forever” (Ps. 73:25–
26). He was essentially 
saying: “All I care about 
now is being in ongo-
ing fellowship with the 
living God. Come and 
get even the shirt on 
my back if you want, 

but leave me with God. He is all I want, 
and He is all I need.” It may not take away 
the trouble, but it gives God’s child buoy-
ancy in the storm.

If you are going to enjoy a true buoyancy 
of spirit in suffering, you must concentrate 
on the God who is sovereign over all affairs 
of this world. You need to look above the 
blood, sweat, and tears of this life and fix 
your eyes on this God who promises to be 
with His people in all circumstances. Make 
Him your portion. It is what John Newton 
had in mind when he wrote in his hymn, 
“Begone, unbelief, my Savior is near, and for 
my relief will surely appear: By prayer let 
me wrestle, and he will perform; with Christ 
in the vessel, I smile at the storm.”

DR. CONRAD MBEWE is a pastor at Kabwata Baptist 

Church and is the founding chancellor of the African 

Christian University in Lusaka, Zambia.

God Is My Portion  
Forever
C O N R A D  M B E W E 
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F O R  T H E  C H U R C H

DO CTRINE 
OUGH T TO  H AVE 

A NO RMING 
INF LU ENCE O N 

DECISIO NS AND 
DIRECTIO NS F O R 

TH E CH U RCH .

A ll theology is practical the-
ology. This was the conviction of 
the Westminster divines when 

they penned their catechetical answer 
to the question, “What do the Scriptures 
principally teach?” The answer, in both the 
Larger and Shorter Catechisms, was theol-
ogy and practice: “The Scriptures principal-
ly teach, what man is to believe concerning 
God, and what duty God requires of man” 
(WLC 5; WSC 3).

In this answer, the divines followed in 
the footsteps of John Calvin, who wrote 
his magisterial Institutes of the Christian Reli-
gion not merely as a “sum of Christian doc-
trine” but also as instruction on how this 
doctrine affects the Christian life. Calvin 
stressed that he was expounding “a doc-
trine not of the tongue but of life,” and his 
Institutes not only is threaded with pastoral 
and practical insights but features several 
chapters on the practical implications of 
his theology. We see this most notably in 
its seventy pages on prayer.

Better still, the Westminster divines fol-
lowed the Scriptures themselves, which, for 
example, commend Ezra for his heart not 
only to study God’s Word and teach it but 
also to do it (Ezra 7:10). Similarly, Timothy 
is commanded to teach and practice sound 

lical anthropology (the doctrine of man), 
hamartiology (the doctrine of sin), and so-
teriology (the doctrine of salvation) ought 
to form the content and the authority that 
govern the private ministry of the Word 
to those who are suffering and fighting 
sin. “All theology is practical theology” 
means that if we confess the doctrines of 
Scripture formally as a church, we must 
apply our theology functionally to the life 
of our church.

In no setting is this 
more important than 
the leadership of the 
church, who make de-
cisions and set direction 
for God’s people. Busy 
leaders can grow impa-
tient with the reflection 
and deliberation neces-
sary to discern the theo-
logical foundations and 
implications related to 
agenda items in a given meeting. Yet doc-
trine ought to have a norming influence 
on decisions and directions for the church. 
Who we believe Christ to be (Christolo-
gy), not least in His exaltation as King and 
Head over the church, must affect the pos-
ture of an elder’s heart as he considers the 
servant nature of the leadership entrusted 
to him. What the Scriptures reveal about 
what Christ has created His church to be 
and do (ecclesiology) ought to provide a 
standard by which patterns of ministry are 
discerned to be profitable or even permitted 
for Christ’s bride. A scriptural understand-
ing of where history is in terms of God’s 
plan for His people (eschatology) should 
inform leaders in whether and how to guide 
God’s people to engage with cultural issues 
in their time. To be sure, every meeting of 
a congregation’s leadership ought not to 
approximate a historic council. Thinking 
faithfully about doctrine does not require 
every church leader to be an academic theo-

doctrine (1 Tim. 4:6–16) as he is remind-
ed that the very nature of the Scriptures 
is to be put into practice (2 Tim. 3:16–17). 
Theology, insofar as it is the theology of 
the Scriptures, teaches us what to believe 
and do before the face of God. 

For this reason, pastoral training often 
includes a distinct discipline called prac-
tical theology. All too often, this discipline 
functions under the assumption that what 
is learned in theology class is inherently 
impractical and that, to be effective in min-
istry, one must get past being theological 
and get practical about how the church 
actually works. But genuine practical the-
ology ought to be (as it was with Calvin 
and the divines) the organic application of 
theological study to the pulpit, soul care, 
evangelism, worship, and any other ex-
pression of walking and working for God’s 
glory as God’s people.

For example, bibliology (the doctrine of 
the Scriptures) ought to structure and regu-
late homiletics (the discipline of preaching). 
What we believe about the Bible ought to 
determine what we do with the Bible. As 
John MacArthur expressed it, “Don’t tell 
me what you believe about the Bible; let 
me hear you preach, and I’ll tell you what 
you believe about the Bible.” Likewise, bib-

logian, and doctrinal deliberation ought to 
lead to wise doing. Nevertheless, church 
leaders must devote appropriate time to 
intentionally reflecting on theology as 
they practice the ministry that God has 
placed them in.

After one pastors’ conference presenta-
tion on the centrality of the Word for prac-
tical ministry, a young church planter 
lamented how pressure to be practical in 

his highly management- 
oriented ministry con-
text had diminished his 
zeal for Scripture-driven 
ministry. This isn’t an 
uncommon dilemma. 
How can pastors and 
church leaders ensure 
that their practice is 
rooted in theology and 
that their theology is 
influencing godly prac-
tice? One way is to con-

tinue reading theology beyond what’s nec-
essary for sermon preparation. Pastors could 
select a “faculty” of a few trusted and help-
ful theologians (e.g., Calvin, John Murray, 
R.C. Sproul) whom they will read for a life-
time, in small moments as well as extend-
ed seasons, just to be edified, challenged, 
and sharpened. Another way is for pastors 
and church leaders to be among God’s peo-
ple, not just to teach and influence them 
but to understand their questions, needs, 
hopes, confusions, and temptations. Those 
who have been set apart to study doctrine 
cannot remain apart from church and re-
main of practical use to the church. The 
art of practical theology is the outflow of 
a heart to study God’s truth, to do it, and to 
teach it to God’s people.

DR. JOHN CURRIE  is senior pastor of Proclamation 

Presbyterian Church and professor of pastoral theology 

at Westminster Theological Seminary in Philadelphia. 

He is author of The Pastor Leader.

All Theology  
Is Practical Theology
J O H N  C U R R I E
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C I T Y  O N  A  H I L L

CH RIST’S  WAS  
NOT A NAIVE 

O PTIMISM.

W e  li v e  i n  a  c u lt u r e  des-
perate for good news of any 
kind. That’s understand-

able, since what fills most of our news 
feeds, social media channels, and sub-
scription programming is little more 
than an endless and mindless stream of 
human tragedy. Combine that with the 
fact that the average American spends 
about three hours per day on his or her 
phone, and you have the recipe for a cul-
ture of negativity. If one has the temer-
ity to proclaim basic scriptural truths 
such as total depravity, he can expect to 
be shouted down by a weary populace 
longing for hope.

I want to persuade you that Christians 
should be the most hopeful, optimistic 
people that others ever encounter. This 
is not because we bury our heads in the 
sand and plug our ears to avoid anything 
negative. No, we should be optimists be-
cause of what Jesus has done for us and 
promised us. In this article, we will try to 
get a basic understanding of why there is 
so much negativity in our culture. Then 
we’ll look at what Jesus prescribes for hope. 
We’ll conclude with what I pray will be 
some practical steps to shine the light of 
gospel hope in a hopeless world.

jesus’ prescription for hope
Just before Jesus begins His High Priestly 
Prayer in John 17, He tells His disciples: 
“I have said these things to you, that in 
me you may have peace. In the world you 
will have tribulation. But take heart; I have 
overcome the world” (John 16:33). Several 
details in this verse are worth our consid-
eration, but let’s focus on just two.

First, Jesus offers us peace while also 
warning us about trib-
ulation. Jesus is a real-
ist. This is why He was 
never a cynic and never 
overcome with negativ-
ity. The very reason that 
He is in the upper room 
is that He is going to the 
cross, and the sinfulness that makes the 
cross necessary is the source of the nega-
tivity all around us. Life in a fallen world is 
trying, difficult, and grinding. Jesus doesn’t 
minimize these realities.

Second, Jesus goes from realism to opti-
mism at the end of the verse. That shouldn’t 
surprise us, for to be a true optimist, one must 
first be a true realist. Jesus is both. So He says, 
“Take heart; I have overcome the world.” Yes, 
we will have tribulation. Still, we must not 
lose heart. Why? I am fascinated by Jesus’ 
next words: “I have overcome the world.” He 
uses the present perfect tense—speaking of 
a past event with present consequences—
even though the cross, the means by which 
He will overcome the world, is still future 
when He says these words.

How could He speak in the present perfect 
tense? He could do so because, even though 
the horrors of the cross were yet to come, 
He knew He would finish the work that His 
Father had given Him to do. His was not a 
naive optimism. It was an optimism based 
on His faith in the promises of the Father 
to bring Him through the tribulation of 
Calvary. In short, the promises of the Father 
sustained our Savior through death and the 

cynicism and negativity
I don’t think it’s an ideological bridge too 
far if we connect our culture’s cynical bent 
with its pervasive negativity. The two go 
hand in hand. One author keenly observed:

The naive optimism of secular liberalism 
creates cynicism, because optimism in the 
goodness of humanity collapses. . . . Instead 
of preparing us for life, our culture first 
offers unrealistic hope and then crashes us 
on the rocks of human depravity.

If, with the majority of Western culture for 
the past two hundred–plus years, you put 
your hope in the basic goodness of human-
ity, you’re setting yourself up for a major 
disappointment. You’re setting yourself up 
to be a cynical, negative person.

That’s at least one ideological reason that 
we breathe in the toxic air of negativity 
all around us. Even if you don’t have the 
time or energy to trace out the philosoph-
ical reasons for hopelessness and negativ-
ity, you see it in practical terms, every day. 
Just try responding to every conversation 
you have this week with optimism and see 
what happens. More often than not, your 
optimism will be met with dismissive neg-
ativity. How should Christians respond?

grave, giving way to their fulfillment in His 
resurrection. His was not a naive optimism 
but a resurrection optimism. 

practical steps to avoid negativity
The kind of resurrection optimism demon-
strated by our Lord should mark our lives, 
too. It is the only kind of optimism that will 
withstand the daily assaults of negativity. 
Believing Jesus’ promises is the sole way to 

avoid becoming a hope-
less, cynical pessimist.

How do we start to 
share in Jesus’ resurrec-
tion optimism? Here are 
a few suggestions. First, 
put down your phone. 
Often. Stop scrolling 

through social media, which feeds on neg-
ativity and then feeds it back to us. Second, 
commit to memorizing biblical verses about 
hope, such as the one mentioned above. Just 
one verse a week. Third, pay attention to the 
first thing that comes to mind when you 
wake up each morning. I’m guessing, if you’re 
like me, it tends to be something mildly un-
pleasant or negative. As we all know, how we 
start the day determines much of its course.

Now, when you wake up tomorrow, to 
paraphrase Martyn Lloyd-Jones, stop lis-
tening to yourself and start talking to your-
self. Begin the day by rehearsing the verse 
(or verses) you’ve memorized. It will make 
all the difference for that day—and every 
day. We as Christians have hope as our 
birthright because we are united to the 
One who makes hope possible. There’s no 
good (or biblical) reason to be a pessimist 
if you’re a Christian. And a negative world 
needs optimistic Christians.

DR. GABRIEL N.E. FLUHRER is senior pastor of First 

Presbyterian Church in Chattanooga, Tenn., and adjunct 

professor of systematic theology at Reformed Theological 
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Alive and The Beauty of Divine Grace. 

Finding Hope  
amid Negativity
G A B R I E L  N . E .  F L U H R E R
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L A S T  T H I N G S

W H E N  W E  C O M E  T O  T H E  M A N Y  P L A C E S 

I N  S C R I P T U R E  T H A T  D E S C R I B E  T H E 

C H R I S T I A N  L I F E  I N  T E R M S  O F  W A R F A R E 

A N D  T H E  R U T H L E S S N E S S  T H A T  A T T E N D S 

W A R F A R E ,  W E  N E E D  T O  P A U S E  A N D  L E T 

T H E  R E A L I T Y  O F  T H I S  C A L L  T O  W A G E 

W A R  S I N K  I N .

N o one in his right mind wants 
to live in a war zone, as the sto-
ries, images, and videos on news 

reports and social media repeatedly remind 
us. War devastates cultivated and wild lands 
alike and reduces villages and cities—even 
great centers of human achievement—to 
unlivable wastes. War is violent, brutal, 
and deadly; its children are chaos, pesti-
lence, and famine.

It is not for nothing that the Christian tra-
dition has long maintained that geopolitical 
warfare can be morally justified only as a 
measure of last resort in self-defense—and 
then only when there is a reasonable chance 
at success. Our theology does teach us that 
some causes are worth forfeiting our lives 
to defend, that warfare is sometimes justi-
fied, and that love may even compel us to 
wage war when it is justified. Yet there is no 
place in Scripture or sober-minded Reformed 
theology for romantic fantasies about war.

Therefore, when we come to the many 
places in Scripture that describe the Chris-
tian life in terms of warfare and the ruth-
lessness that attends warfare, we need to 
pause and let the reality of this call to wage 
war sink in. Jesus, who came into the world 
to be crucified for the salvation of His peo-
ple, was not naive about the force of the 

We must be as careful here as Christ is 
clear: His struggle, and ours, is not a political 
or military or economic quest for superior-
ity. Christ’s kingdom is not of this world; 
otherwise, His disciples would wage war on 
worldly terms (18:36). The worldly weapons 
of power, violence, and money are useless 
in this warfare because our struggle is not 

“against flesh and blood, but against the rul-
ers, against the authorities, against the cosmic 
powers over this present darkness, against 
the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly 
places,” as Paul writes in Ephesians 6:12.

The Son of God did not come into the 
world and assume a truly human nature 
to seize worldly power and wealth—to live 
in palaces and recline at tables, to be pam-
pered and served by others. He came to save 
His people from their sins (Matt. 1:21). He 
came to disarm our oppressor and destroy 
the works of our tempter and accuser (Heb. 

imagery that He employed. On the night 
that He was betrayed and condemned to be 
crucified, He told His disciples: “This is my 
commandment, that you love one anoth-
er as I have loved you. Greater love has no 
one than this, that someone lay down his 
life for his friends” (John 15:12–13). Jesus 
knew that securing the victory and accom-
plishing His mission would cost Him His 
life, and He knew what He was calling His 
disciples to endure.

Christlike love and obedience in a fallen, 
sinful world is costly:

“If the world hates you, know that it has 
hated me before it hated you. If you were of 
the world, the world would love you as its 
own; but because you are not of the world, 
but I chose you out of the world, therefore 
the world hates you.” (vv. 18–19)

Jesus leans into His point: “ ‘A servant is 
not greater than his master.’ If they per-
secuted me, they will also persecute you” 
(v. 20). Then He drives it home: “They will 
put you out of the synagogues. Indeed, the 
hour is coming when whoever kills you 
will think he is offering service to God. And 
they will do these things because they have 
not known the Father, nor me” (16:2–3).

2:14–15; 1 John 3:8). Jesus came to fulfill the 
promise that God indirectly yet intention-
ally made to Adam and Eve in Eden when 
God declared that a son born to a woman 
would, in effect, crush the serpent’s head 
under His heel (Gen. 3:15). Jesus came to go 
to war, but His war was not against Rome 
but the devil, sin, and death itself.

Satan, who enslaves sinners through the 
fear of death, knew why the Son of God was 
in human form and schemed against him 
from the start. But it is later, as Jesus was be-
ginning His public ministry, that the spiritual 
nature of this war and the terms on which it 
must be waged came clearly into view. The 
Holy Spirit, Mark 1:12 notes, “drove” Jesus 
“out into the wilderness,” like the scapegoat 
on the Day of Atonement, where He was 
tempted by Satan for forty days.

Satan’s goal was clear: Get Jesus to sin. 
This is how the accuser ensnares every-

Spiritual Warfare
B R U C E  P .  B A U G U S
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L A S T  T H I N G S

J E S U S  O V E R C A M E  S ATA N ’ S  T E M P TAT I O N S  I N 

T H E  S A M E  WAY  T H AT  W E  C A N  A N D  M U S T 

O V E R C O M E  T E M P TAT I O N :  T H R O U G H  FA I T H 

U N T O  O B E D I E N C E — T H AT  I S ,  B Y  H O L D I N G 

FA S T  T O  T H E  S U F F I C I E N C Y  O F  G O D  F O R  U S 

A S  P R O C L A I M E D  I N  E V E RY  P R O M I S E  A N D 

I M P L I E D  I N  E V E RY  C O M M A N D  O F  H I S  W O R D .

one he enslaves. Since he had no claim 
on Jesus, getting Him to sin was Satan’s 
primary objective. He did not really care 
how Jesus sinned; he just needed Him to 
stumble and fall. That unthinkably dark 
prospect would be Satan’s triumph.

Satan’s strategy was to challenge Jesus’ 
identity as the Son of God in the face of 
the suffering that He was already endur-
ing and that would intensify as His hour 
approached (John 12:23). While his tac-
tics are subtle and shifting, in each of the 
three temptations reported in Matthew 
and Luke, Satan attacked Jesus’ confidence 
in His Father’s steadfast love, suggesting a 
twisted application of some promise that 
the Father had made to the Son to get Je-
sus to balk before the prospect of the cross 
by questioning the sufficiency of His Fa-
ther’s care (Matt. 4:1–11; Luke 4:1–13). It 
was an ancient ploy that we first encounter 
in Eden, where the serpent suggested to 
Eve that God was withholding something 
desirable and was thus not entirely trust-
worthy (Gen. 3:1–7).

Jesus will have none of it. But notice 
how Jesus overcomes. First, Jesus does not 
respond with His divine power in some  
extraordinary way but rather resists the 
devil by faith, holding fast to the ordinary 
means of God’s Word rightly interpreted 
and applied. In this way, Jesus proves Him-
self to be the Son of God not by turning a 
stone into bread or hurling Himself off a 
pinnacle but by loving His Father—and 
us—more than His life in this world.

Second, Jesus wages His war entirely on 
spiritual terms. If His mission and kingdom 
were political—a kingdom “of this world,” 
as He puts it—then His disciples would have 
been fighting in the streets. But His king-
dom is from above and must be established 
on spiritual terms (John 18:36–37). Jesus 
fights temptation and overcomes the world 

Jesus overcame Satan’s temptations in 
the same way that we can and must over-
come temptation: through faith unto obe-
dience—that is, by holding fast to the suffi-
ciency of God for us as proclaimed in every 
promise and implied in every command of 
His Word. Jesus did this without fail and 

was “obedient to the point of death, even 
death on a cross. Therefore,” Paul declares,

God has highly exalted him and bestowed 
on him the name that is above every name, 
so that at the name of Jesus every knee 
should bow, in heaven and on earth and 
under the earth, and every tongue confess 
that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of 
God the Father. (Phil. 2:8–11)

Let us, “as shoes for [our] feet, . . . put on the 
readiness given by the gospel of peace” as 
we trample the serpent, our tempter and 

through faith in the Word of God, and the 
victory He wins is obedience and everything 
that obedience secures. For Jesus, every step 
of obedience was a step toward the cross, 
where the ultimate victory was secured as 
He was crucified in the nadir of His humility.

Adam and Eve, in the abundance of Eden’s 
garden, laid hold of the forbidden fruit in 
a bid to become like God; Jesus Christ, in 
the wastes of the Judean wilderness, “did 
not count equality with God a thing to be 
grasped.” Rather, in an act of unthinkable 
humility and self-denial, He “emptied him-
self, by taking the form of a servant, being 
born in the likeness of men. And being 
found in human form, he humbled him-
self by becoming obedient to the point of 
death, even death on a cross” (Phil. 2:6–8). 
This is the mind of Christ and the key to 
His victory and ours.

In his “struggle against sin,” Adam did not 
resist “to the point of shedding . . . blood” but 
followed Eve’s lead with apparent ease (Heb. 
12:4). He did not “put on the whole armor of 
God,” and he was not “able to stand against 
the schemes of the devil” (Eph. 6:11). But 
Christ does “take up the whole armor of God” 
and is “able to . . . stand firm . . . , having fas-
tened on the belt of truth, and having put on 
the breastplate of righteousness” (vv. 13–14). 
In the wilderness and throughout His life, 
we see Jesus “take up the shield of faith, with 
which [He] can extinguish all the flaming 
darts of the evil one” (v. 16). He even took 
“the helmet of salvation,” trusting His Fa-
ther’s promise to “not abandon [His] soul 
to Sheol, or let [Him] see corruption,” but 
to raise Him up on the third day and exalt 
Him to “the right hand of the Majesty on 
high” (Ps. 16:10; Heb. 1:3). And He skillful-
ly wielded “the sword of the Spirit, which 
is the word of God, praying at all times in 
the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication” 
(Eph. 6:17–18).

would-be oppressor, under our feet (Eph. 
6:15; see Ps. 91:13; Luke 10:19). 

The war that we wage is “not . . . against 
flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against 
the authorities, against the cosmic powers 
over this present darkness, against the spir-
itual forces of evil in the heavenly places” 

(Eph. 6:12). The ultimate victory has already 
been secured by Christ and is realized in 
our lives each day as we live by the mind 
of Christ, doing “nothing from selfish am-
bition or conceit, but in humility counting 
others more significant than” ourselves (Phil. 
2:3). Christ’s victory is manifest in the face 
of our enemies through the freedom and 
simplicity of our “faith working through 
love” to obedience (Gal. 5:6).

DR. BRUCE P. BAUGUS is professor of systematic theology 

and apologetics at Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary 
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