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			Preface

			In Matthew 13, Jesus told 7 parables about the kingdom of heaven. He was not talking about a physical kingdom, nor was he talking about eternal life, he was talking about the kingdom that Jesus told everyone was very near. John the Baptist also told his disciples and the crowds who listened to him that he had come to prepare the way for Jesus, and the kingdom of heaven was very near. 

			This kingdom could not come until Jesus had died, risen from the dead, and had sent to this world the Holy Spirit. Only when the Holy Spirit could be in a person and not just with a person – as it was in the Old Testament – could the new kingdom within a man come. 

			The 7 parables show the progression that this kingdom passes through right up to the time of the Millennial reign of Christ. The first parable says that the seed sown is the words about the kingdom, and not about eternal life as so many Christians believe. Once this revelation is established in a person's heart then the parables will open up and a new understanding of the kingdom that Jesus is talking about will present itself.

		

	
		
			What is The Kingdom?

			Chapter 1

			What is the kingdom of God? Good question. I would think the majority of people who believe that there is life after death have some weird concept of countless spirits floating around in the heavenlies, sometimes playing harps, but doing nothing in particular other than experiencing peace and serenity. In actual fact these people couldn't be more wrong.

			Sermon on the Mount

			It is not always understood that the Sermon on the Mount is 'the gospel of the kingdom of God' which Jesus came to proclaim. This sermon is a gospel (good news) because it begins by announcing a ninefold blessing of wonderful promises. From beginning to end, the Sermon on the Mount is all about the kingdom: 

			Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven … except your righteousness shall exceed the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, you shall in no case enter into the kingdom of heaven … Seek first the kingdom of God … Not everyone that says unto me, Lord, Lord, shall enter the kingdom of heaven … 

			(Matthew 5-7 a few examples)

			Jesus talked very little about eternal life, grace, or justification by faith in the Sermon on the Mount and this has caused problems for many Christians in the past, hence they believed that this sermon was only for the Jews, or only for the millennium. This is a very convenient belief because if it isn't for us now, then we don't have to obey its radical commands. The problem with this is that Jesus preached this sermon to his disciples, so it certainly is for Christians – now! It has nothing to do with eternal life, it concerns only the kingdom of God. The kingdom of God, and eternal life, are entirely different things.

			Different opinions

			Ask three or four Christians "What is the kingdom of God?", and you are likely to get three or four different answers. For some the kingdom means a prosperous 'health and wealth' lifestyle, and so we get the 'Prosperity Gospel'. For others, it is all about taking our cities and nations for Christ, or about power, signs and wonders, and this comes under the heading of 'Kingdom Now' theology. It seems to be one of those vague, ill-defined terms that could mean pretty well anything. Christians down the ages have, without realising it, used their own definition of the kingdom of God as a justification to support their own particular doctrines and preferred lifestyles. But what does the Bible say?

			It is of paramount importance what we believe as it makes a massive difference to our lifestyle and the way we behave. There can only be one truth. If one person believes that the kingdom is all about prosperity in this life, and another person believes it to be all about poverty of spirit and persecution, then they cannot both be right. And whoever is wrong is badly wrong because both these beliefs are opposite.

			The first kingdom

			We need to establish what a kingdom is before we can have any clear understanding. A kingdom is always a geographical area with borders and laws. It's the same with the kingdom of God. The first mention of God's kingdom in the bible is where God said to Israel: 

			You shall be unto me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.

			Exodus 19:6

			God was their king from the beginning, that's why, unlike the other nations round about who had kings, Israel had judges. When the people asked Samuel for a king God was grieved and told Samuel: 

			They have rejected me, that I should not be king over them. 

			1 Samuel 8:7

			By this definition Israel were the kingdom of God. Much later Jesus told the Jews: 

			The kingdom of God will be taken from you and given to a nation producing the fruits.

			 Matthew 21:43 

			From this scripture we see that Israel were the physical kingdom of God. Jesus came to put the kingdom of God within a person, and it does not now come with observation. Those who live by faith are all children of Israel, whether Israelites by birth, or Gentiles. Paul says that Gentiles who accept Jesus have been grafted on to Israel and now share the same promises of God, being children of Abraham (see Ephesians 2). 

			You are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, an holy nation, a peculiar people; that you should show forth the praises of him who has called you out of darkness into his marvellous light: which in time past were not a people, but are now the people of God: which had not obtained mercy, but now have obtained mercy. 

			1 Peter 2:9-10

			Temple of God now

			This, however, is now a very different type of kingdom, for we are not talking in terms of an area of land. The only physical territory that God possesses now is our physical bodies. God has become our personal king so we have to subject ourselves, and come under God's rule. That's why Paul said: 

			I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that you present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service. 

			Romans 12:1 

			What? Don't you know that your body is the temple of the Holy Ghost which is in you, which you have of God, and you are not your own? For you are bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body, and in your spirit, which are God's. 

			1 Corinthians 6:19-20

			The temple is always the centre of God's kingdom, because that's where God resides. There is no such thing as 'God's own country' – not Israel, England, America, our own house, or church – he owns us. That's why we can't Christianise anything in this age. However well intentioned initially, it always ends up as Babylon.

			Kingdom of God on earth

			Numerous scriptures state categorically that God will once more possess land as his kingdom. When Jesus comes again he will bring in God's kingdom and will rule the earth as God intended 'with a rod of iron', only this time it will be the whole earth, not just a small portion. 

			And the seventh angel sounded; and there were great voices in heaven, saying, The kingdoms of this world are become the kingdoms of our Lord, and of his Christ; and he shall reign for ever and ever. 

			Revelation 11:15

			The mistake with many sincere Christians is that they have tried to bring this about before the time. They have made an error with the timing, that is why it has always ended in failure. The earth is our 'promised land' which we are waiting to inherit, but only Jesus, the Messiah, in his spiritual body, with his spiritual bodied army, can bring this about.

			Fighting the giants

			Until that time comes we are instructed about spiritual warfare in the New Testament: but the strongholds we are meant to fight against and pull down are our imaginations and thoughts ... 

			For though we walk in the flesh, we do not war after the flesh (for the weapons of our warfare are not carnal, but mighty through God to the pulling down of strong holds) casting down imaginations, and every high thing that exalts itself against the knowledge of God, and bringing into captivity every thought to the obedience of Christ; and having in a readiness to revenge all disobedience, when your obedience is fulfilled.

			 2 Corinthians 10:3-6 

			It's ourselves we are battling with. We are to conquer our 'territory' – ourselves – now, and wait with patience for Jesus to conquer the earth. 

			But before he comes there is much to do. A foundation has been laid in our lives by grace, and it is our job to build on it. If we build well, we will receive a reward in the millennial kingdom. The kingdom reign of Christ is the time for rewards, as the parable of the talents and many other parables of the kingdom testify. We do not take swords and destroy nations like Joshua. The only 'warfare' we are called to in the New Testament is a personal one against our own thoughts and pride.

			The cost of the kingdom

			The Sermon on the Mount, the Gospel of the Kingdom, not only promises great rewards and blessings in the kingdom when Jesus comes, but it also warns of painful conditions in this age. Inheriting the kingdom in the future calls for poverty of spirit now; being comforted in the future necessitates mourning now; satisfaction in the future demands hunger and thirst for righteousness now; and a great reward in the kingdom is conditional on suffering persecution, slander, and false accusation now! We have not yet entered our 'promised land'; we are still in the 'wilderness', living as pilgrims and sojourners, without a home, looking for the return of Jesus, our bridegroom, our 'Joshua' who will conquer the whole earth and bring in the final kingdom.

			So, it seems that there is a cost involved if we want to take up an active role in the literal kingdom of God which Jesus Christ will set up, and if this is true, how do we start planning for the future? At the very beginning of the Sermon on the Mount Jesus said: 

			Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are the meek: for they shall inherit the earth. Blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God. Blessed are they which are persecuted for righteousness' sake: for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven. Blessed are you when men shall revile you ... for my sake ... for great is your reward in heaven.

			Matthew 5:3-12

			It is apparent from these statements that it is all to do with attitude. If we deny our legitimate rights down here on this earth, then we will be working towards laying up treasures in the Kingdom of Christ.

			Denying our legitimate rights

			My final place of full-time employment was with the best firm I'd ever worked for. The job was totally satisfying and the management valued my services so much that they bent over backwards to make me happy. When I took time off to pursue other activities, they continued to pay my salary. They took this to such lengths that I found it quite embarrassing. 

			As an employee I received six weeks paid holiday per year, but because I was in the ministry and travelled quite extensively, six weeks was not enough free time to meet my needs. I remember one particular year when I took off an extra eight weeks – and the firm still paid me! I thought this state of affairs would cause problems for me with my bosses, but they seemed to accept my lifestyle without any recriminations.

			I realised I couldn't keep going on like this and something would have to give, so I handed in my notice. When I explained my reasons, and said that I was not available to work normal hours, I was told that the firm would accept what hours I gave and continue paying me. I loved the job, the people I worked for, and most of all my independence, but I knew the Lord was calling me to give it all up to be available for the ministry he had called me to. So I left, and was assured that if I ever wanted to return there would be a job waiting for me.

			As far as independence was concerned I was still solvent because for quite some time I had been a professional jingle singer. This freelance job was wonderful. I went to recording studios, was given sheet music and, huddled around a couple of microphones, together with a small group of male and female singers, sang in close harmony the little ditties that accompanied products being advertised on radio and television. These sessions took up perhaps one or two days at a time, and sometimes could be fitted in to my evenings. This was a very lucrative business indeed and I could make in one day what it took a whole week at the office to earn.

			Something had to give

			But here also I was experiencing problems. I dearly wanted to keep this job as not only was the pay extremely good, but it also boosted my ego to be mixing with show-business personalities and people of influence in the entertainment world. The ministry started encroaching on my recording sessions and I had to make some decisions. Something had to give. It was either the jingles or the ministry. When faced with my dilemma in cold blood I realised that there was no contest. God came first! So, I had to start turning down recording sessions. It didn't take long before another talented singer stepped into my shoes, there were so many of them waiting for these golden opportunities. I was no longer needed, and the phone calls stopped.

			I must say, these were not easy decisions to make. It was really hard giving up my right to earn my own money and run my own life. But I knew this was what God was requesting from me and that I wouldn't be truly happy if I didn't commit myself to him completely.

			Leaving work

			I was amazed at how many things in my life changed just by leaving work. I found that my attitude towards clothes altered immediately. What I wore to the office was completely unsuitable for lounging around at home, walking up and down the streets whilst putting thousands of tracts through letter boxes, or chipping old plaster off our cellar walls in preparation for decorating the recording studio we were building there. Every day I was kept busy, but my income ceased. I could have been earning good money to pay for the things I wanted, but now I found I had no money ...and no needs! 

			No wonder Paul said, With food and raiment be content!  You can be content with the bare necessities if you are not bothered about storing up treasures on this earth. If you lay up for yourself treasure in heaven you will live a completely different lifestyle to everyone else around you who are living for the here and now. 

			A change of attitude is the all important ingredient if we are to live for the future kingdom. Fighting for our rights in this earthly life is of no consequence if the things we truly desire belong to the kingdom of God. When a man is 'called up' to fight for his country, he can only go to war with a clear conscience if the government of the country he is fighting for makes a promise to provide for his wife and children whilst he is away. So it is with God. If he calls you to leave all and follow him, he undertakes the burden to not only to look after you, but your dependants also. There is no risk involved – just sacrifice.

			Get real

			When Abraham left Ur of the Chaldees to follow where God lead him he had no idea of the miles he would travel before he reached Canaan. He couldn't anticipate the provisions he would need to feed and water the people who travelled with him, nor the animals, for he didn't know how long it was going to take him to reach the end of his journey. He had to rely completely on God to provide for him, and his dependants; and he could only do this because he had heard the voice of the Lord calling him, and had set his sights on reaching the city of God. 

			Now the LORD had said unto Abram, Get you out of your country, and from your kindred, and from your father's house, unto a land that I will show you: and I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great; and you shall be a blessing: and I will bless them that bless you, and curse him that curses you: and in you shall all families of the earth be blessed. So Abram departed, as the LORD had spoken unto him; and Lot went with him: and Abram was seventy five years old when he departed out of Haran. And Abram took Sarai his wife, and Lot his brother's son, and all their substance that they had gathered, and the souls that they had begotten in Haran; and they went forth to go into the land of Canaan; and into the land of Canaan they came. 

			Genesis 12:1-5  

			Abraham is also spoken very highly of in Hebrews as a hero, indeed the Father of faith.

			By faith Abraham, when he was called to go out into a place which he should after receive for an inheritance, obeyed; and he went out, not knowing whither he went. By faith he sojourned in the land of promise, as in a strange country, dwelling in tabernacles with Isaac and Jacob, the heirs with him of the same promise: for he looked for a city which had foundations, whose builder and maker is God. 

			Hebrews 11:8-10

			It takes faith to believe that there is more to be gained on this earth before entering eternity. There is a future kingdom to look forward to. One where we can stand side by side with our Lord and Master, eventually helping him restore law and order, if we live and work for it during our life time here on earth. If you haven't already started living for the kingdom of God, then the most sensible thing you can possibly do is begin right now. Yes, it's scary, as there is much to lay down of our own ambitions. But nothing else in this world is more important than making that decision. Nevertheless, we can only live in the light of what we believe.

		

	
		
			Grace & Rewards

			Chapter 2

			What a subject! Does this make you feel uncomfortable? Sounds very much like something the Mormons would be preaching, doesn't it?  Well, maybe they've got a point. Lazy Christians would like to brush to one side nasty scriptures which talk about 'works' because it would mean doing something practical. They would have to completely change their lifestyle, get out of their comfort zone, and begin to do things in secret for the love of God, instead of openly for the praise of men.  

			Rewards in the kingdom

			In the New Testament, Jesus talks about rewards. The parable of the talents, and others like it, speak of rewards which are given according to work well done. 

			The Son of man shall come ... and he shall reward every man according to his works. 

			Matthew 16:27 

			Paul says:  

			If any man's work abide ... he shall receive a reward. 

			1 Corinthians 3:14

			Rewards, by definition, are earned, worked for, given according to merit.

			Are you of any value?

			Ask yourself this question ... "Am I of any value to anyone at all outside my immediate family circle or place of employment?" I say 'immediate family' because obviously, if you are a mum, your husband and children rely on you for all the cooking, cleaning, and household chores you do.  If you work for your living, your boss and colleagues need you to do the job you are being paid to do. But are you of value to anyone else? Would anyone miss you if you were no longer around?

			I heard a preacher once say he had conversed with a minister concerning a member of his church who had recently passed away. 

			"She will be sorely missed," said the minister.  

			"Why is that?" Asked the preacher. 

			"Well, she was very faithful," was the reply. 

			"What did she do?"  

			"Oh, she didn't do anything, but she sat in that same seat every week and was very faithful?" 

			The member did nothing other than warm the same seat week after week, but because the seat was now vacant the minister said she would be 'sorely missed', and that she had been very 'faithful'. Is that what God is looking for from us? Do you think we shall be greeted with a, "Well done, good and faithful servant, enter into the joy of the Lord," if all we have done is faithfully warm a church seat week in and week out? ... I don't think so!  

			Works or Grace?

			We know for a certainty that we are saved by grace, 

			...not of works, lest any man should boast

			 Ephesians 2:89 

			Grace is the free gift of God. Having our sins forgiven and becoming children of God can never be a matter of works or what we deserve. No amount of goodness, diligent work, or sacrificial living can make us worthy.

			This seeming contradiction has posed a problem for many Christians, and rarely receives a satisfactory answer. Scriptures speaking of rewards consequently get ignored or explained away. But we cannot afford to do this. If there seems to be a contradiction, we should tackle the problem head on, and the key is in understanding the difference between the 'kingdom of God' and 'eternity'.

			Two eras – two judgements

			Two distinct things happen after Jesus returns to earth. Firstly, Jesus will reign as king on this present earth for 1,000 years – the 'millennial' kingdom of Christ, where he will be referred to as King of kings and Lord of lords (Revelation 19:16). Then God will destroy this present heaven and earth and create new heavens and also a new earth where we will dwell for eternity with God (Revelation 20:11-21:1), and Jesus will be referred to as the Lamb (Revelation 21 & 22).

			Conditional on obedience

			We gain salvation, eternal life, forgiveness of sins, and become children of God, by grace – thanks to the sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross, and that alone. But we gain a place reigning in the millennial kingdom of Christ by works – not by grace. A place in the kingdom is conditional on our obedience, service, and what we do with our lives once we have become Christians. Wherever rewards are mentioned it is to do with the kingdom, not with eternal life.

			It's easier to understand if we remember that there are two judgements. One is for all people – the judgement at the 'great white throne' of God where it is decided whether each person will go into eternal life or the lake of fire. This decision is made on one simple issue – whether the person's name is written in the Lamb's book of life (Revelation 20:11-15). The other judgement is for believers only, and it is Christ, not God, who judges. Paul says that believers must all appear before the judgement seat of Christ, but here we are not judged on grace, everyone is judged according to what he has done, whether it be good or bad (2 Corinthians 5:10). This judgement has nothing to do with grace, but everything to do with good or bad deeds – works.

			Paul tells us that a foundation has been laid in our lives, which is Jesus Christ, but that we have to be careful how we build on that foundation. If we build with the right materials which will withstand fire, we shall receive a reward. The foundation which has been laid is the fact that our sins are forgiven and we have become children of God – this is all by grace. We cannot do this, only God can do it. But when it comes to the building the tables are completely turned. God cannot do this, only we can do it. 

			If any man build … let every man take heed how he builds … every man's work shall be made manifest.

			 1 Corinthians 3:12-13

			Whatever we build will be tested by fire, and if it survives the fire, we will receive a reward. This is not a matter of grace but is something given according to what we deserve. The testing by fire happens at the judgement seat of Christ, because it is only Christians who have the 'foundation' of Christ in their lives, so only Christians can build.

			The big 'if'

			Paul tells us that entry into the kingdom is conditional. He urges the believers to 'press on' and told them: 

			We must through much tribulation enter the kingdom of God.

			 Acts 14:22 

			 If we suffer,  we shall also reign with him. 

			2 Timothy 2:12

			Clearly making our entry into the kingdom is conditional on our suffering on behalf of Christ and the gospel. Of course, this does not necessarily mean being thrown into prison, tortured, or martyred for the faith. But it does mean paying a price for being a Christian, facing opposition and difficulties because we make a stand for Christ.

			Take a look at this passage of scripture and note people's attitude towards Jesus before he came into his ministry ...

			And the child grew, and waxed strong in spirit, filled with wisdom: and the grace of God was upon him. Now his parents went to Jerusalem every year at the feast of the Passover. And when he was twelve years old, they went up to Jerusalem after the custom of the feast. And when they had fulfilled the days, as they returned, the child Jesus tarried behind in Jerusalem; and Joseph and his mother knew not of it. But they, supposing him to have been in the company, went a day's journey; and they sought him among their kinsfolk and acquaintance. And when they found him not, they turned back again to Jerusalem, seeking him. And it came to pass, that after three days they found him in the temple, sitting in the midst of the doctors, both hearing them, and asking them questions. And all that heard him were astonished at his understanding and answers. And when they saw him, they were amazed: and his mother said unto him, Son, why have you thus dealt with us? Behold, your father and I have sought you sorrowing. And he said unto them, How is it that you sought me? Didn't you know that I must be about my Father's business? And they understood not the saying which he spoke unto them. And he went down with them, and came to Nazareth, and was subject unto them: but his mother kept all these sayings in her heart.   And Jesus increased in wisdom and stature, and in favour with God and man.

			Luke 2:40-52

			When Jesus was just 12 years of age he sat with the learned men in the temple discussing the things of God, and those who heard him recognised and appreciated the wisdom and understanding of scripture that he showed. The religious leaders most probably felt very indulgent towards him for having such an interest in the faith. Jesus did not pose any threat for he was only asking them questions, and hearing their explanations. Amazingly he was the Christ, the son of the living God, yet nobody was aware of that fact! To them he was just a curious, clever little boy.

			However, the story changes dramatically some years later when Jesus has been tested by God in the wilderness and returned to his hometown full of God's spirit.

			 Jesus returned in the power of the Spirit into Galilee: and there went out a fame of him through all the region round about. And he taught in their synagogues, being glorified of all. And he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up: and, he went into the synagogue on the Sabbath day, and stood up for to read. And there was delivered unto him the book of the prophet Isaiah. And when he had opened the book, he found the place where it was written, The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor; he has sent me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised, to preach the acceptable year of the Lord. And he closed the book, and he gave it again to the minister, and sat down. And the eyes of all them that were in the synagogue were fastened on him. He began to say unto them, This day is this scripture fulfilled in your ears. And all bare him witness, and wondered at the gracious words which proceeded out of his mouth.

			Luke 4:14-22

			So far so good ...but then he blows his cover and reveals which side of the fence he is on by sharing with his familiar friends what God has told him to say:

			And he said unto them, You will surely say unto me this proverb, Physician, heal yourself: whatsoever we have heard done in Capernaum, do also here in your country. And he said, Verily I say unto you, No prophet is accepted in his own country. But I tell you of a truth, many widows were in Israel in the days of Elijah, when the heaven was shut up three years and six months, when great famine was throughout all the land; but unto none of them was Elijah sent, save unto Sarepta, a city of Sidon, unto a woman that was a widow. And many lepers were in Israel in the time of Elisha the prophet; and none of them was cleansed, saving Naaman the Syrian.

			Luke 4:23-27

			They hadn't anticipated him to say these words. This was not the nice discourse they wanted to hear. 

			And all they in the synagogue, when they heard these things, were filled with wrath, and rose up, and thrust him out of the city, and led him unto the brow of the hill, where their city was built upon, that they might cast him down headlong.

			Luke 4:28-29

			They thought they were going to get a nice sermon, just like usual, but when they realised that he was speaking words which were exposing their relationship with God they didn't like it one bit. Jesus, the man they had known and loved since he was a child, had hit a sore point and every single member of that synagogue had been so insulted that they were ready to kill the one who a few moments ago they had regarded with admiration and awe!  Why the aggression? What happened?

			Actions not enough

			Some time ago I read a quote from Thomas A'Kempis in a book entitled, 'The Imitation Of Christ', encouraging people to share Christ... At all times preach Christ, and if necessary use words. I thought this was rather a  good quote until I realised that this is just not enough. So many people believe in God quietly as secret followers, but not so many are prepared to stick their necks out and let their true allegiance be known for fear of ridicule and persecution.

			Jesus served God to the extent that he refused to be in fear of man. He had experienced acceptance and favour from those around him since his early childhood, but once he became a man, and had received the baptism of the Holy Spirit, and heard the call of God to come out from the world and be separate, he had to suffer the consequences of being obedient to God. 

			It must have been very difficult for Jesus' flesh to be misjudged and falsely accused of being a troublemaker when all he longed to do was the will of his heavenly father. He had to face jealousy and hatred for his good deeds in healing the sick and performing miracles, and slander, and persecution for his interpretation of what God meant in observing the law given to Moses. 

			Jesus was a man of sorrows, acquainted with grief. He was the way, the truth, and the life; but being the truth meant he had to expose lies and hypocrisy. It may sound appealing to be like Jesus until we realise what his ministry compelled him to do. He wasn't in the signs and miracles arena all the time, he was called upon to speak truth with those who were enemies of the kingdom of God, those leading people into error. 

			Jesus was the word

			Jesus did not only come to do, he also came to say, because he was the word made flesh. If we follow Jesus, we will speak what God instructs us to say, bringing upon ourselves much suffering and persecution because God will address the very root of situations we encounter without worrying about the conviction or wounded pride it will inflict on those he needs to reprove, and the world will hate us for it. 

			If you were of the world, the world would love his own: but because you are not of the world, but I have chosen you out of the world, therefore the world hates you.

			John 15:19 

			Here are just a few examples of Jesus' words in the gospel of Matthew, and these words are all a part of his doctrine. When we are called to deny ourselves, take up our cross and follow him, we are called to abandon any hopes of enjoying the favour of those who are rebellious, living according to their own selfish ways, and will not seek the kingdom of God. Our words will cause offence. 

			Therefore when you do your alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may have glory of men. Verily I say unto you, They have their reward.

			Matthew 6:2 

			 

			And when you pray, you shall not be as the hypocrites are: for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and in the corners of the streets, that they may be seen of men. Verily I say unto you, They have their reward.

			Matthew 6:5 

			Moreover when you fast, be not, as the hypocrites, of a sad countenance: for they disfigure their faces, that they may appear unto men to fast. Verily I say unto you, They have their reward.

			Matthew 6:16

			O you hypocrites, you can discern the face of the sky; but can you not discern the signs of the times?

			Matthew 16:3  

			But woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you shut up the kingdom of heaven against men: for you neither go in yourselves, neither suffer them that are entering to go in.

			Matthew 23:13 

			Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you devour widows' houses, and for a pretence make long prayer: therefore you shall receive the greater damnation.

			Matthew 23:13 

			Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you compass sea and land to make one proselyte, and when he is made, you make him twofold more the child of hell than yourselves.

			Matthew 23:15  

			Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you pay tithe of mint and anise and cummin, and have omitted the weightier matters of the law, judgment, mercy, and faith: these ought you to have done, and not to leave the other undone.

			Matthew 23:23

			Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you make clean the outside of the cup and of the platter, but within they are full of extortion and excess.

			Matthew 23:25  

			Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like unto whited sepulchres, which indeed appear beautiful outward, but are within full of dead men's bones, and of all uncleanness.

			Matthew 23:27  

			Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! Because you build the tombs of the prophets, and garnish the sepulchres of the righteous.

			Matthew 23:29  

			Following in his footsteps

			Jesus was not the only one who suffered for speaking out. If we serve God, we must expect this mistreatment in our own lives.

			For 40 long years Moses lived in Midian with his wife, children and father-in-law as an insignificant nobody. When God called him and sent him back to Egypt he felt totally inadequate. Nobody was going to listen to him because he didn't know how to talk with court etiquette any more. But when God spoke through him, and signs and wonders were done by him, Pharaoh and the Egyptians became his enemies. His own brethren turned against him at times whilst wandering in the wilderness and would have stoned him if God had not come to his rescue.

			John the Baptist was classed as a prophet and revered by the people who went out to meet him at the Jordan river to be baptised by him. The problem with prophets though is that they speak out, and John reproved Herod the tetrarch for marrying Herodias, his brother Philip's wife, and for all the evils which Herod had done. His punishment was to be locked up in prison, where he was later beheaded at the whim of Herodias who couldn't rest until she had completely annihilated him for insulting her.

			I was a liar

			I remember a time when I was full of hatred and bitterness for my parents and had nightmares on a regular basis because of it. I once shared my dreams with Maurice (who was not my husband at the time) who immediately rebuked me as he said the attitude in which I shared my dreams revealed the hatred in my heart. He quoted scripture saying that if anyone says they love God and hate their brother they are liars! I certainly did not want to hear this when I'd shared my hurts in the hope of seeking sympathy. For some time I made Maurice's life a misery for he had insulted me to the very core. I was almost as angry with him as I was with my parents. 

			Even though I refused to listen to his rebuke at the time, God worked on his words and the word of God did its work in my heart. I am actually very grateful that I had a true friend who would tell me the truth, even at the expense of hurting my pride, for it changed my attitude. On this occasion Maurice was rewarded for his godly boldness, but there have been many times when people have taken exception to what has been delivered to them, and have cut him off completely. This is the cost of discipleship. If we cannot speak when God tells us to then we are not his disciples.

			Maybe this is a good time to make one thing clear. If we are going to stick our necks out and speak the words of the Lord, we had better make sure we are living a godly lifestyle so that our lives can be scrutinized. Everything we do will be closely monitored by people. But the rewards are tremendous. 

			In Romans 8 there is another 'if'. Paul says we are children of God (by grace), 

			...and if children, then heirs, heirs of God, and joint-heirs with Christ, if so be that we suffer with him, that we may be also glorified together. 

			Romans 8:17

			What are we going to jointly inherit with Christ? When he came to earth the first time he was cursed, not blessed; despised, not honoured; he came in poverty, not riches. But now he is worthy to receive power, honour, riches, strength, and blessing (Revelation 5:12). At present Jesus only receives blessing and honour from Christians, but when he comes again: 

			Every knee shall bow, and every tongue confess that he is Lord.

			 Philippians 2:10-11 

			When he inherits, we shall be joint-heirs with Christ, which means we shall also inherit the kingdom, if ... there's a condition. If we suffer with him. Which means, if we don't suffer with him, we forfeit our inheritance, we don't come into what is potentially ours, we miss out.

			Suffer loss

			Paul says that if our work (building) is burned up, we shall 'suffer loss'. He is careful to point out that we are still saved – our eternal salvation is not in question here for that is secure.  Our foundation (Jesus Christ) is very sure. Our names are in the book of life by the grace of God but we may have wasted our efforts building something very flimsy which will easily burn.

			 If any man's work shall be burned, he shall suffer loss: but he himself shall be saved; yet so as by fire.

			1 Corinthians 3:15

			The parable of the talents speaks of rewards, but it also clearly shows that punishments will be dealt out to unfaithful servants for disobedience, laziness, and work badly done. The servant who buried his talent because he was afraid to lose it was actually thrown out. 

			For the kingdom of heaven is as a man travelling into a far country, who called his own servants, and delivered unto them his goods. And unto one he gave five talents, to another two, and to another one; to every man according to his several ability; and straight way took his journey. Then he that had received the five talents went and traded with the same, and made them other five talents. And likewise he that had received two, he also gained other two. But he that had received one went and dug in the earth, and hid his lord's money. After a long time the lord of those servants came, and reckoned with them. And so he that had received five talents came and brought other five talents ... His lord said unto him, Well done, you good and faithful servant: you have been faithful over a few things, I will make you ruler over many things: enter into the joy of your lord. He also that had received two talents ... gained two other talents beside them ... Then he which had received the one talent came and said, Lord ... I was afraid, and went and hid your talent in the earth: there you have what is yours. His lord answered and said unto him, You wicked and slothful servant, you knew that I reap where I sowed not, and gather where I have not strawed: you ought therefore to have put my money to the exchangers, and then at my coming I should have received my own with usury. Take therefore the talent from him, and give it unto him which has ten talents. For unto every one that has shall be given, and he shall have abundance: but from him that has not shall be taken away even that which he has. And cast the unprofitable servant into outer darkness: there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.

			(Matthew 25:14-30)

			This is a very frightening parable. Words like this are not easy to hear. The talent that this servant initially had was taken away from him to be given to another servant who had brought his lord more profit, and he was then excluded from remaining in his lord's service. If we apply this to the possibility of what could happen to us, it means we will be stripped of everything God gave to us and we will miss out on the kingdom of God. The servant was cast into 'outer darkness' meaning outside of somewhere, exclusion, where he was in total darkness because he was no longer in the light of God. 'Weeping and gnashing of teeth' sounds like he would be suffering inconsolable grief, remorse, and regret, alone, and away from any form of comfort.

			Losing our rewards

			If we disobey the commands of Jesus, living our lives to please ourselves and satisfy our own desires, I believe it very probable that what happened to this lazy servant will happen to us – we will miss out on the kingdom of God. Being a 'born-again', 'saved' Christian does not exempt us from the anger of Jesus if we live in rebellion to what he has asked of us. Each of the servants above were assessed on what they were capable of handling, and were expected to bring profit for their lord. We also have been assessed, and if we don't bring something more to Jesus than we have been given, he will be very angry. We will not lose our salvation, but we will suffer for the next 1,000 years when Jesus is reigning, and miss out on the kingdom of God.

			Some time ago I was reading a bedtime story to my two youngest children from a Children's Bible. I had reached the very last story in the book about facing God and the great books being opened. When I read that we would all be judged according  to our works here on earth Izaac looked alarmed and asked me to explain what that was all about. I told him that all our deeds, both good and bad, are recorded and will be revealed when we stand before God to give an account for what we have done on this earth.  

			The look on his face was a picture and told a real story. I could see he was really worried. As he was full of mischief he tended to get into quite a bit of 'hot water' both at home and at school.

			"You mean God writes down everything we've ever done?" He blurted out. "All the bad things?"  

			"Yes, everything! But He writes down all the good things we've done too. God will forgive us everything we have done which is bad if we ask him to, but we just have to make sure that we do lots of things that will please God so that the good things far outweigh the bad things." 

			I then reminded him of some of the things his big brother had done for God, and the things we'd done as a family – like sponsoring a child in Guatemala so that she could be fed nutritious food every week in the hope that she would grow up to be healthy and strong. The things that God considers to be good deeds are the things we do specifically to please him, not for the praise of other people, but just for him, because we love him. We said a prayer together and then I put them to bed. 

			The next morning I packed the children off to school and ran upstairs to put something in Izaac's room. I thought I had opened the wrong door at first. Everything was spik and span. Toys in their right places, clothes put away, and even the 'Action Man' posters which he dearly loved (and his dad did not like at all) had been taken down from the walls and were nowhere to be seen.

			When Izaac came home from school I questioned him concerning what he had done. He said he'd decided that he'd better do something quick to let God know that he was serious about being a Christian and had cleared his bedroom of all the things that God might not approve of. This had been a sacrifice for Izaac, which he'd done out of an innocent and pure heart because he wanted God to be pleased with him.

			Venturing further out

			Some time ago Maurice and I visited Nigeria. For some years we had been sending our 'Challenge' bulletin to a Nigerian brother who had himself duplicated hundreds of copies and distributed them both in Nigeria and Ghana. He had been in regular communication with us and asked if he could become 'Barratt Ministries Nigeria' as being so enthusiastic about the teaching he received from us he wanted to publish it further. We decided it was time to meet him.

			It was apparent as soon as we met him that God had planned for Surakat, our Nigerian brother, to cross our path. We stayed in his home and shared wonderful fellowship with him and his wife, Nike. 

			When he first started receiving 'Challenge' he read in one of the issues about the persecution which had taken place in Kaduna, Northern Nigeria, and how many of the Christians had been martyred for their faith. Because Surakat was a police detective he had actually been commissioned by his government to travel to Kaduna just after the incident had taken place to take a look at this massacre for himself so that he could report on what had happened. Sadly, he found the information received to be true, but even more sad was the fact that he found many children –  orphans of the martyrs – not being cared for properly by people who would bring them up in a Christian manner. 

			He was burdened for these children and felt the urgency to bring some of them to his home town and build a place where he could take care of them. When he spoke to us of his concern our hearts burned within us and we knew this was something God wanted us to be fully involved with.

			When we returned back to England we shared with our children all we had experienced. Izaac had done some jobs around the house for a number of weeks and was due a sizeable sum of 'wages' (our children didn't get pocket money, they earned any money they got by doing little jobs). He asked his dad if he could have £1 of what was owed to him so that he could buy some sweets, but requested that the rest of the money be put towards the orphanage we talked about building. 

			Without realising it, Izaac started off the fund for these young children who had lost their parents.

			He was not perfect by any means – his school teachers would vouch for that – but his heart was soft towards God. Even mischievous kids can make a difference to the kingdom of God. Look at the little boy who handed Jesus his five loaves and two fish – his packed lunch. What help could that child's lunch have been in a situation where thousands of people needed feeding? He offered his little bit without any embarrassment because he was young and naive. Maybe you or I would have considered making a suggestion like that stupid. But Jesus took what he offered, blessed it, and multiplied it over and over again until everyone had eaten their fill. And there was still plenty left over!

			It's not what you do, it's how you do it that matters where the kingdom of God is concerned. What you have to offer God may be so insignificant you think it's not worth even suggesting. But consider the woman in the Bible who put two mites into the temple treasury. I'm sure she must have felt embarrassed that this was all she could give. She probably thought it was hardly worth giving. What could two mites do? But Jesus saw her, and was so impressed with her action that he publicly praised her contribution. 

			He knew that this had been a sacrifice for her, she had given everything she had because she loved her God. Others could pour their gold into the coffers but God didn't recognise those people knowing that they had plenty more left in their bank balances, and it was no sacrifice, no act of love.

			Bringing glory & honour

			We must nearly all be aware of the 2003 Rugby World Cup victory for England as it was publicised extensively on the television and in the newspapers. Jason Robinson, one of the key players in the England team, hosted a house group where Maurice taught on a regular basis. He shared with us his personal amazement at the reception the team received when they returned to England after playing in the Southern Hemisphere. 

			He knew he was playing for his country, as he and other members of the team had done many times before, but this particular victory brought glory to our nation, as England had not won a world sporting event since 1966. The whole of the England squad were paraded through London in open topped buses whilst thousands of fans lined the streets to cheer them – Mordecai had a similar experience to this when he was paraded on a horse. 

			They were invited to a Tea Party at the palace where they met the Prime Minister and, not only shared tea and biscuits with the Queen, but also learned that she had both seen and been extremely excited by the game. She even commented on Jason's white football boots! They then had their photograph taken with Her Majesty the Queen of England and her corgi. What an incredible honour for all those men who laid their bodies (literally) on the line week in and week out, in training and in the actual games, to represent their country in Australia.

			The challenge

			When we pass over or ignore the verses in scripture about rewards, we miss out on the strong challenge that is given to us. Some Christians will 'suffer loss' and miss out on the kingdom just because they were merely not challenged and warned. Some because they joined the crowd who ignored these scriptures or explained them away instead of confronting them. But we need to face these issues. What will Jesus say to you at his judgement seat? If you are to be judged on what you have done since you became a Christian, and the consequence of that judgement is entry into the 1,000 year kingdom of Christ – or exclusion from it – will there be enough hard evidence to win you a place in the kingdom? Or will you be one of those who ends up 'suffering loss'?

			Paul could not think of anything worse – he wasn’t willing to 'suffer loss' in the kingdom. He wanted to make sure that his building was solidly made of gold, silver, and precious stones. But it cost him dearly. In order to ensure he didn’t 'suffer loss' in the kingdom, he suffered the loss of all things during his life time, and his writings show what he went through for Christ' sake. But he knew it was worth every second. 

			But what things were gain to me, those I counted loss for Christ. Yes doubtless, and I count all things but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord: for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and do count them but dung, that I may win Christ and be found in him, not having my own righteousness, which is of the law, but that which is through the faith of Christ, the righteousness which is of God by faith: that I may know him, and the power of his resurrection, and the fellowship of his suffering, being made conformable unto his death; if by any means I might attain unto the resurrection of the dead. Not as though I had already attained, either were already perfect: but I follow after, if that I may apprehend that for which also I am apprehended of Christ Jesus. Brethren, I count not myself to have apprehended: but this one thing I do, forgetting those things which are behind, and reaching forth unto those things which are before, I press toward the mark for the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus. 

			Philippians 3:7-14

			Enter the joy of the Lord

			When you become a Christian, that inheritance is potentially yours. You are a joint-heir and can reign with Christ, if you pay the price in this life. Grace is free, but if you want rewards you will have to work for them. Eternal life is free, but if you want to reign with Christ in the kingdom the price you have to pay is obedience to the radical commandments of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount. Hearing and believing is not enough. Our house will not stand the storms. Only the 'doing' of obedience makes a solid building that will stand the fire test.

			The Bible says that if we are not ashamed of Christ in this world, he will not be ashamed of us before God. The Queen was pleased with what the England Rugby team had achieved and was not ashamed to have her picture taken with them. They had brought honour to her kingdom. If we learn to do what pleases God, and bring honour to his kingdom, is it possible that one day he could say, "Well done! Come, enter into the joy of the Lord"?

		

	
		
			The Revolution

			Chapter 3

											 

			The kingdom of God always makes its entrance by means of a revolution. 

			Joshua was commanded by God to invade the land of Canaan and destroy the 7 nations who inhabited it. It was a classic revolution, a violent takeover. In the present day kingdom of heaven there is no show of outward violence, but there is just as much a revolution. The territory that Jesus comes to possess is us, our bodies. The old life and ways must be destroyed with absolute ruthlessness. Proud imaginations must be cast out, strongholds must be pulled down, and every thought must be taken captive. 

			...For the weapons of our warfare are not carnal, but mighty through God to the pulling down of strong holds; casting down imaginations, and every high thing that exalts itself against the knowledge of God, and bringing into captivity every thought to the obedience of Christ .

			2 Corinthians 10:4-5

			Jesus must have total rule in our lives. Finally, when Jesus comes again, there will be another mighty revolution, a takeover of the whole earth, a forced change of order and government. Each time there is an uncompromising revolution.

			Harmless revolutionary

			The Gospel of the kingdom (Sermon on the Mount) is the manifesto for the coming revolution. It spells out the cost of living the crucified life which will enable Jesus to reign in our lives, and promises great rewards in the millennial kingdom when Jesus comes again. 

			Jesus did not come across as a revolutionary. Not only did he refuse to take earthly power and be made king, but he shunned fame and status, often commanding people whom he had healed not to tell anybody. He refused to judge. When he was asked to sort out a family feud he wouldn't get involved saying:

			Man, who made me a judge over  you?

			Luke 12:14 

			He wouldn't subscribe to any social or political change, which was a source of endless frustration to the Jews who expected the Messiah to lead them in revolt against the Romans. Even Pilot, who was a shrewd Roman leader, thought that Jesus was harmless and tried very hard to release him. But Jesus' revolution was far in the future, and far bigger than the land of Israel.

			Far bigger proportions

			We get a glimpse of this revolution in Revelation when we see it is of worldwide proportions.

			And I saw heaven opened, and behold a white horse; and he that sat upon him was called Faithful and True, and in righteousness he judges and makes war. His eyes were as a flame of fire, and on his head were many crowns; and he had a name written, that no man knew, but he himself. And he was clothed with a vesture dipped in blood: and his name is called The Word of God. And the armies which were in heaven followed him upon white horses, clothed in fine linen, white and clean.  And out of his mouth goes a sharp sword, that with it he should smite the nations: and he shall rule them with a rod of iron: and he treads the winepress of the fierceness and wrath of Almighty God. And he has on his vesture and on his thigh a name written, KING OF KINGS, AND LORD OF LORDS. And I saw an angel standing in the sun; and he cried with a loud voice, saying to all the fowls that fly in the midst of heaven, Come and gather yourselves together unto the supper of the great God; that you may eat the flesh of kings, and the flesh of captains, and the flesh of mighty men, and the flesh of horses, and of them that sit on them, and the flesh of all men, both free and bond, both small and great. And I saw the beast, and the kings of the earth, and their armies, gathered together to make war against him that sat on the horse, and against his army. And the beast was taken, and with him the false prophet that wrought miracles before him, with which he deceived them that had received the mark of the beast, and them that worshipped his image. These both were cast alive into a lake of fire burning with brimstone. And the remnant were slain with the sword of him that sat upon the horse, which sword proceeded out of his mouth: and all the fowls were filled with their flesh. 

			Revelation 19:11-21 

			This is going to be some catastrophic event when Jesus wreaks destruction upon antichrist and his army. We must also realise – this is not symbolic! It is literal and it is real. There will be a bloody and violent military coup on this earth as we know it. 

			The church has lost this perspective, but it is absolutely clear that God's ways include violence and bloodshed. We complain about the ethics of the Muslims, but in political terms Joshua was a terrorist guilty of genocide 7 times over – and God has not changed. It is only for the short time between Jesus' first and second coming that we are called to be nonviolent. 

			Jesus will not return to a welcoming world. Far from it. Neither is the revolution of the kingdom gradually going to take over the world. That is a false and dangerous error that leads Christians straight into the counterfeit kingdom of antichrist.

			Aliens

			 Did you know that those of us who manage to enter the kingdom of heaven will be part of the army that comes down from heaven? When Jesus returns the revolution will bear a remarkable similarity to the 'alien invasions' which feature so much in science fiction. An enemy force of immortal beings with strange powers, taking over the government of the world and holding earth's inhabitants in forced subjection. Yes, this is exactly what Jesus will do for he shall rule them with a rod of iron. Science fiction is the devil's way of preparing the world to resist and fight against such an invasion. And we are the 'aliens'. Just like a hidden '5th column' we are presently 'planted' on the earth, but suddenly we will be revealed as immortal 'aliens', in the twinkling of an eye. We are called to be 'aliens' now 

			Dearly beloved, I beseech you as strangers and pilgrims 

			1 Peter 2:11 

			The word 'stranger' here means 'foreigner' or 'alien' and all the heroes of faith ...

			... confessed that they were strangers and pilgrims on earth. 

			Hebrews 11:13 

			There is much more than mere salvation, oh so much more! The first manifestation of the kingdom of God in the Old Testament is an example for us. Egypt symbolises the world from which we are saved. But what does the promised land signify? Not heaven, as there are giants to conquer in the promised land, but none in heaven. No, the promised land signifies this earth, when Jesus returns. Joshua was a 'type' of Jesus and just as Joshua conquered Canaan to bring Israel into their inheritance, so Jesus will conquer the whole earth to claim his inheritance and that of his faithful servants who have lived in obedience to the gospel of the kingdom.

			Time of preparation and proving

			 At the moment, however, we are neither in Egypt, nor in the promised land, we are in between – in the wilderness. Jesus tells us not to be worried when he said, What shall we drink? (Matthew 6:31), and he is quoting direction from Exodus 15:24 where the Israelites had reached the waters of Marah and found them to be bitter, and cried to Moses, What shall we drink? God's answer was the same then as it is now …seek first the kingdom, the promised land, and all these things shall be taken care of. 

			The same with the Lord's Prayer when we ask God for our daily bread. This is in reference to the manna which literally fell daily. The Israelites journey through the wilderness shows us many parallels with Christian life and purpose today. 

			The Lord your God led you these forty years in the wilderness, to humble you, and to prove you, to know what was in your heart, whether you would keep his commandments, or not.

			Deuteronomy 8:2

			Our time here on earth as Christians is a vital time of preparation and proving for our promised land, the millennial kingdom of Christ on earth. If we have been faithful in small matters, we will be entrusted with great things in the kingdom, 

			Well done, you good and faithful servant: you have been faithful over a few things, I will make you ruler over many things: enter into the joy of your lord

			Matthew 25:21

			Possessing the land

			Just as with the Israelites when they were walking the wilderness for 40 years, we are just biding our time now, obeying Christ's commandment to deny ourselves, take up our cross, and follow him. There is so much talk in the churches today of 'taking over' or 'possessing the land', but what does this really mean in literal terms? I am absolutely positive that God is not expecting us to enter into physical warfare like Joshua. Jesus' teaching in the Sermon on the Mount clearly sets out a completely different mandate for how we treat people of other nations, our neighbours, and even our enemies. We are to exercise love and peace toward all men.

			Many people go on marches and walk round particular areas claiming the ground upon which their feet tread for the Lord, but for all the marching, and all the talking, I don't know of one single village (let alone town) in Britain which has been won for Christ in this way. In fact our 'Great' Britain has become a laughing stock in the world – the continual scandal in our Royal Family, the hooliganism of our jet-setting football fans, the promiscuity and lewdness of our British holidaymakers when in foreign countries, etc. We have lost all rule and influence over the empire we once had, and now witchcraft and homosexuality are rife on our streets. 

			The aim is not to slowly influence and permeate the world with the values of Christ so that we eventually 'bring his kingdom in'. That's not what it is all about. We are called to be like Jesus when he was on earth the first time. We have to be willing to suffer and pay a price for being a revolutionary in a world which doesn't want to entertain that revolution. 

			Forasmuch as Christ has suffered for us in the flesh, arm yourselves likewise with the same mind. 

			1 Peter 4:1 

			When he was on the earth the first time Jesus refused worldly power and status; he came in poverty, not riches; and so far as the world's power was concerned he came in weakness, not strength; he was despised, not honoured; cursed, not blessed. 

			Because of this he is now worthy to receive power, and riches, and wisdom, and strength, and honour, and glory, and blessing (Revelation 5:12), and he will receive just that when he reigns in his millennial kingdom. We are also called to that lifestyle if we want to reign with him in the coming kingdom. We have to walk in his footsteps the path that he trod.

			Revolutionaries

			A revolutionary must be willing to sacrifice everything for the revolution – willing to face rejection from family and friends; willing to be branded an enemy of the state; and outlawed; willing to endure poverty, exile, and prison for the sake of the revolution. Why? Because he believes passionately that only the revolution is the answer for mankind. We also are called to this demanding lifestyle, where ... 

			He that loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me: and he that loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me. 

			(Matthew 10:37) 

			...they shall deliver you up to be afflicted, and shall kill you: and you shall be hated of all nations for my name's sake. 

			Matthew 24:9 

			and expect trouble and opposition ...

			... These things I have spoken unto you, that in me you might have peace. In the world you shall have tribulation: but be of good cheer; I have overcome the world. 

			John 16:33 

			If we suffer, we shall also reign with him: if we deny him, he also will deny us. 

			2 Timothy 2:12 

			The apostles and first Christians, many of whom were exiled, imprisoned and martyred, believed that this world and its system was not worth anything and the kingdom to come was worth everything. If we take this challenge seriously we can be sure that we will not have an easy passage into the kingdom.

			Aiming too high

			Years ago the decadence of our city weighed heavily upon me and a few other people who had decided to intercede for Manchester, the city I had grown up in. We prayed, and claimed, and said all the 'right' things, but after some weeks God challenged us by asking us if we knew what we were asking him to do. He gave me a vision in which he showed me a massive demon (the 'head demon') crouched over Manchester, like a spider, encompassing the millions of people who lived in the city. He then rebuked us by saying that the disciples of Jesus could not cast out one minor demon from one boy!

			...and when he was come into the house, his disciples asked him privately, Why could not we cast him out? 

			Mark 9:28 

			Without understanding what we were doing, we were asking God to rid Manchester of the millions of demons who were controlling it. God told us that we could not even expect to free our church if we hadn't already cleansed our home. And our home would not be free unless we had slain the giants in our own hearts. 

			"There are no giants to be conquered in my heart!" You might say. Oh no? Well, you are as human as I am, and I know there were plenty for me to deal with. Whilst on earth we are being tested and proved in preparation for the kingdom. It is not the world we are supposed to change; we are the ones who need to change – the revolution begins in our own hearts.

			Battling with giants

			I used to be so good at arguing. I was a verbal bully who could deflate anyone who had the misfortune to cross me, and would delight in watching them writhe as I exposed to all ears listening any tiny weakness they may have. For years I felt very 'righteous' for my 'honesty' as I couldn't stand talking about people behind their backs, I thought this was cowardly. "Be upfront and tell it how it is", was always my motto. It was a revelation to me one day to note that I had changed. It wasn't something I had worked on as I honestly didn't believe I had a problem.  

			I remember an incident some years ago which happened when I went for an interview at my local Asda Supermarket. I was sitting waiting to be called in to the Manager's office when I overheard two members of staff having an argument. I didn't know what it was about, but I was amazed and quite stunned at the language they were using. It seemed so foreign to me. I had been out of worldly circulation for about four years, being occupied in voluntary work for the church – distributing leaflets in nearly 375,000 homes in Manchester, and various other activities. I had been with Christians 7 days a week, and all our conversation was concerning God and the work we were jointly doing for the church. But now I needed to have some income and had responded to Asda's advertisement for assistants in the hope that they would employ me. 

			Different worlds

			I remember walking home from the interview quite shaken at the verbal violence I had just witnessed, as this was a different world I had just re-entered. After a couple of months of working in Asda, someone tried to provoke me by saying some really cutting things to me, but I listened in silence to what the person was saying wondering why my head felt as though it was stuffed with cotton wool. I just couldn't think of anything to throw back. I felt so calm and untouched inside, and was bemused by a change that had occurred in my heart that I hadn't even been aware of. I could only put it down to becoming like the people I mixed with. I was with Christians who were really trying to live the Christian lifestyle and so it had rubbed off on me. I didn't want to argue any more. That giant had been slain, and even 30 years later I still hate confrontation.

			Around the time this dead giant had been revealed to me, the Lord made me aware of another I had to conquer. For 15 years I had been fully involved with my church, even to the point where I gave up my day job to live by faith so that I could give my time to helping the church in a full time capacity. But then things went all 'pear shaped'. God told me to give up everything I was doing in the church and to sit in the pew like everyone else. The church members jumped to conclusions thinking that I had been removed from the platform and my role as church organist because they felt it necessary to discipline me for some awful misdemeanour. They began to say spiteful things which I tried to ignore. Some comments went completely over my head, others I managed to laugh off, but they really did get to me. So much so that within a matter of months I was out of the church and on the verge of giving up Christianity altogether. I didn't even want to call myself a 'Christian' in case I was put in the same category as the people I had just left behind me. 

			After all the years and service I'd willingly sacrificed, I now felt betrayed and very bitter. I didn't go to church for a while – I tried to push it all out of my mind. But as the weeks went by I felt the rock in my heart start to crumble and knew I wasn't mad at God, I was angry and bitter against those horrible people in the church who professed to be brothers and sisters, but had turned on me like a pack of wolves as soon as they had been given the chance!

			Ice melted

			I'm grateful that God didn't allow me to stay in that awful state. I found a different church to attend where I kept out of any involvement – I didn't want to be burnt twice! After a period of 3 years it came to the ministers' ears that I was a singer and he asked if I would sing in the church. I did, then he asked if I would do a Saturday night concert. 

			As I sang my opening song the ice melted and I just sang my heart out to God. I had changed, but not enough. God showed me there was a difference between serving him and serving the church, and that was easily settled in my heart. 

			I was criticised

			I was terribly bitter against Christians in general, but he now wanted me to know that there were a lot of people in the churches who were genuine and not just going to church out of habit. Indeed many of these people found church to be a hindrance to their growth in God, they wanted to go deeper but the church only catered for the nominal attendee who was more worldly than godly. That was where I had once been in my own church. I had wanted the real thing in my heart, but people had been impatient and had wanted me to come into line with their expectations of how a Christian ought to act. I received criticism concerning how I dressed, how I acted, how ...anything! People just didn't see the real me. But God did, and he also saw the giants of anger and bitterness which lay sleeping because their cages had not yet been rattled. He had to bring on the troubles just so that I could see what was in me and get rid of them.

			There have been countless giants in my heart which God has had to reveal. We all know we have an 'old nature', but we hate to see and confess openly what our faults are. 

			I was once visiting an old couple who said they were having trouble with their neighbours. They had tried so hard to be kind to them, they said, yet their neighbours had done this, and that, and the other, to taunt them and make their lives miserable. They didn't hold anything against them (even though they did confess to throwing all the rubbish back into their neighbours' garden). They forgave them but their neighbours clearly didn't want to make peace. 

			As I was leaving the old couple's house, the neighbour from the adjoining house opened her gate to walk down her path. I looked at the old couple I had visited and saw such hatred and venom flash in the eyes of the woman that it was obvious she had a greater problem than she realised. Her trouble wasn't her neighbour – it was her hatred and unforgiveness. This giant was well and truly awake, entrenched, and ruling her life.

			The revolution is within

			The revolution will bring a great reversal of values and situations. Those who humble themselves now shall be exalted in the future kingdom. Those who are meek now shall inherit the earth then. We cannot have glory, honour, and power now and also in the kingdom. We cannot have our cake now and eat it in the kingdom. If we want to be part of the revolution, we've got to be a revolutionary, and it's going to cost us dearly. 

			This is what Christianity ... I mean real Christianity, is all about. The revolution is within us. We have to slay and completely destroy those enemies of God which lurk in our hearts undetected. God has to bring circumstances about which expose what is buried so that we can be cleansed. Only then can we go further towards 'possessing the land' in other areas such as our homes, our churches, our towns. God said to Joshua that he would drive out their enemies slowly, city by city, little by little, as much as they could handle at a time. And that is how God deals with us –  little by little, fault by fault. Don't fight against it when God exposes something and forces you to face the damnable thing within you. Praise him instead for caring enough to do such a thing. He will only chastise his own children, those who truly belong to him. He wants to prepare you for the kingdom of heaven. It's positive!

		

	
		
			The Parables

			Chapter 4

			In Matthew 13 there are 7 parables which are very significant for our understanding of the kingdom, which are in a deliberate order; for not only are they parables, but they are also prophecies – Jesus is foretelling what will happen in the time after his first coming and up to his second coming, this present age that we are now living in. There are 4 principles essential for our understanding of these parables of the kingdom.

			First principle

			The first principle is that these parables are about the kingdom, not eternity – this present time and when Jesus comes again to rule on this earth for 1,000 years. They are nothing to do with grace, forgiveness, or becoming a child of God, but everything to do with the gospel of the kingdom. They specifically concern the challenge of discipleship, the work we do, and the life we lead once we have become Christians. 

			The parable of the sower is mostly preached as the way in which people respond to the gospel of grace, but by listening to how Jesus interprets it we can see that it is in fact preached totally out of context of the true meaning. Jesus clearly says that it is about how people respond to the word of the kingdom – the gospel of the kingdom as he preached in the Sermon on the Mount which is to do with discipleship, for it challenges us to deny ourselves, take up our cross, and follow Christ. We need to bear this perspective in mind for all the parables in Matthew 13 because they are all concerning the kingdom of God.

			Second Principle

			The second principle is that not everyone who hears or reads them will understand about the kingdom of heaven. This is what Jesus himself stated. Without concern for any misunderstandings, he seemed to talk in riddles. His words to the crowds were obscure. The disciples had to ask Jesus privately for the interpretation of the parable concerning the sower as it is very clear that they didn't understand either until Jesus explained them in detail. If God was ...not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance (2 Peter 3:9), and ... sent not his Son into the world to condemn the world; but that the world through him might be saved (John 3:17), then why did Jesus talk in parables? The answer is simple. 'Disciples' and 'Followers' are two completely different categories of believers. When the disciples asked for an explanation as to why he spoke in parables ...he answered and said:

			Because it is given unto you to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it is not given. 

			Matthew 13:11 

			Wrong end of the stick

			Three old ladies who were hard of hearing were sitting on the promenade chatting to each other.  

			The first old dear said, "It's windy today!" 

			The second answered, "No it isn't, it's Thursday!" 

			"So am I", piped up the third. "Let's all have a cup of tea!" 

			To get the 'wrong end of the stick' you simply need to be either hard of hearing, or just plain stupid. If friends find it difficult to follow a conversation, as in the above illustration, then how hard is it when we are trying to communicate with those who are opposed to us, as in the case of Jesus with all the people who followed him around? It is certain that not everyone will receive the same message. The old ladies above all had different things on their minds which flavoured what they heard. We are all guilty of being selective concerning our concept of what we hear.

			Selective hearing

			In fact, I think it's amazing how selective we are concerning what we hear. You can be as bored as anything whilst listening to the news until a sex scandal is mentioned, then your ears prick up and you tune in. 

			My children are forever calling, "Mum! Mum", and to be quite honest I very often switch off as they don't really have a problem, they just want my attention. They have become wise to this attitude, however, and sometimes trick me by shouting, "Joanna!" And I invariably turn round. 

			You can be cooking the dinner or absorbed in some other activity whilst the children are making a racket next door, but when you hear a certain cry you run from the room because you know this type of cry means someone is really hurt. 

			The opposite is often true also, for whilst the children are playing in another room and you hear an unusual silence it can set the alarm bells going in your head for you know instinctively that they are up to something really naughty. Like the time I crept into the room quietly only to observe my little boy, Izaac carefully stripping the wallpaper off the walls, and Nathan, his older brother, very diligently unwinding a video tape onto the carpet. There was brown tape everywhere and it took me ages to carefully rewind it again. 

			There was also the time when Tamar decided to wash some dishes for me when she was a little girl. I was just in the middle of preparing the evening meal when she commented, "I don't know why the boys don't like washing the dishes. I think it's fun!" I turned round only to find her elbow deep in soap bubbles! She had used almost the whole of a brand new bottle of concentrated washing up liquid in the small washing up bowl and was having a whale of a time. I carefully poured the green water into empty 2-litre bottles which I continued to use to wash future dishes, then tried to get rid of the bubbles from the sink. It took twenty minutes! No wonder she was enjoying it!

			But then we can also get it very wrong. I remember an incident when I was in hospital after the birth of Nathan, my first child. I had been placed in a room on my own because I was recovering from a Caesarean Section delivery and Nathan was put into another room to give me a chance to sleep. At one point during the night I rushed into the adjoining room to answer the cry of what I thought was my baby, only to be scolded by the night nurse. "Don't tell me you haven't learned to recognise the sound of your own baby yet!" Strange – I was convinced I'd heard right, but I hadn't.

			Compliment or criticism?

			Some time ago a lady told me of a late night television programme she had wanted to watch over the Christmas period. It was a Royal Variety Show intended to entertain public figures – indeed, the Queen of England was in attendance. 

			Apparently a smutty transvestite was one of the entertainers listed and this woman's husband had refused to watch. She complained to me that because her Hubby was so offended by the 'artiste' he had walked out of the room, gone up to his bedroom, and stayed there for the remainder of the evening, leaving her to watch alone.

			I was quite amazed at the display of growth in this man, as he wasn't someone who opened up often. He'd had a bit of a problem in his past with promiscuity, so it was wonderful to see he had set himself not to walk down that path again, even in the privacy of his own home in front of his 'harmless' television set. Intending to really compliment him on his godly convictions, I said, 

			"Wow, he really does have some integrity, doesn't he!" But his wife heard something completely different and retorted ... 

			"You mean I don’t have any?"

			Although Jesus told the parables to the crowds, he didn't expect them to understand.  Actually, he expected that they wouldn't understand. And as it was in those days when Jesus preached them, so it is today – even though some of the interpretations are recorded in the bible. There is still confusion. Jesus called these truths 'mysteries', and we must always remember … only one interpretation can be right. 

			Third Principle

			My School Teachers, and Sunday School Teachers, all told me the same story – that parables were heavenly stories with earthly meanings. They explained that Jesus talked about ordinary and familiar things such as farming, fishing, and everyday life, to make it easier for people to relate to what he was saying, and I must confess their argument sounded convincing. But the problem with that explanation is that the very opposite is true. 

			 Jesus talked in such a way that it was a 'mystery' to those uninitiated to get what he was talking about. He actually taught in parables so that they wouldn't understand, knowing that what he preached would stumble some, and give ammunition to others to fight over doctrines, but he didn't want the nominal hearer to understand what he was saying unless the Holy Spirit of God had revealed it to them, hence the continual confusion amongst scholars and teachers today. 

			Therefore speak I to them in parables: because they seeing see not; and hearing they hear not, neither do they understand. And in them is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah, which said, By hearing you shall hear, and shall not understand; and seeing you shall see, and shall not perceive: for this people's heart is waxed gross, and their ears are dull of hearing, and their eyes they have closed; lest at any time they should see with their eyes, and hear with their ears, and should understand with their heart, and should be converted, and I should heal them. 

			Matthew 13:13-15

			He threw his message out to the crowds knowing, yet not caring, that they would draw the wrong conclusions. They had flocked to listen to him speak and said they wanted to follow him, but in actual fact, they didn't want the sort of freedom he had come to bring them. Just like much of the Church today. Grace, forgiveness, and being a child of God is wonderful, and church is fun, but the freedom that Jesus calls them to in discipleship is too frightening. The price he demands is way too high. They've told themselves he doesn't really mean what he says, or that his words are not applicable today. They've become content with compromise and, because they don't want to confront the radical call of Jesus to discipleship and the kingdom, they have ended up deceiving themselves.

			Don't 'kid' yourself

			 Those who truly hear are the ones who are not kidding themselves, they have paid the price and taken up the challenge. The crowds wanted to hear Jesus, but they didn't want to give anything up for him. Following Jesus had cost them nothing. But the disciples had paid a high price. They had left all to follow Jesus, and that's why Jesus said to them: 

			Blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear. 

			Matthew 13:16

			Parables reveal the heart

			 So then, why did Jesus speak to the people in parables? Purely and simply for the reason that the conclusions they came to proved what was in their hearts. If they were covetous and greedy for money, then the parable of the talents was all about how they could accumulate wealth unto themselves; the parable of the sower was all about how they could gather in a fantastic harvest.  They couldn't see any further than the literal because ... 

			... this people's heart is waxed gross, and their ears are dull of hearing, and their eyes they have closed; lest at any time they should see with their eyes, and hear with their ears, and should understand with their heart, and should be converted, and I should heal them. 

			Matthew 13:15 

			Because parables force us to interpret their meaning, they draw out of our hearts an interpretation which springs from our true motive. They are a revealer of the heart. In other words, a person's interpretation of a parable may tell us more about the person than it does about the parable!

			 Fourth Principle

			Have you ever watched an illusionist doing tricks? To the uninitiated it really does look like magic. Some years ago Maurice and I took our three young children to Arthur Burt's house in Wales for a weekend visit, as he is dear old friend of ours. Arthur is great with children, and didn't waste time in showing my offspring some of the tricks he has perfected over the years. Try as they might, Nathan and Izaac could not figure out how Arthur placed a penny on a piece of paper, folded it over many times, but then produced a £1 coin when the paper was unfolded. Arthur must have done this same trick, very slowly, about 6 times, but still it was a mystery.

			No longer a mystery

			Over dinner, the children got a bit boisterous so Arthur calmed them down by asking them to guess the number between 1 and 50 which he was thinking of in his mind. He produced a £5 note and told them the person who guessed could have it as a prize. This was incentive enough and the kids spoke out as many numbers as they could think of. Eventually Izaac said, "17", which was the right number and Arthur handed him the £5 note. 

			His eyes lit up with delight, but then, with mischief written all over his face, he deftly passed the £5 note back to Arthur asking him if he could possibly put this in the piece of paper to see if he could repeat that trick to change the £5 note into a £10 note!

			Later Arthur patiently explained the penny and pound trick so that my boys could mystify everyone else with their apparent magic. So now it was no longer a mystery because the secret had been revealed.

			Protection from deception

			 How do we know we have the right interpretation of the parables? Well, one obvious answer is that our interpretation lines up with the rest of scripture. But how do we know we are not deceiving ourselves? Because scripture makes it plain that the heart is deceitful and desperately wicked above all things, we need to plead with God, as David did, saying: 

			Search me, O God, and know my heart: try me, and know my thoughts: and see if there by any wicked way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.

			Psalm 139:23-24 

			 The true interpretation of the parables of the kingdom, however, will line up very closely with the gospel of the kingdom – meaning that message, that proclamation, which is delivered by Jesus in Matthew 5, 6 & 7 – the Sermon on the Mount. 

			Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are they that mourn: for they shall be comforted. Blessed are the meek: for they shall inherit the earth. Blessed are they which do hunger and thirst after righteousness: for they shall be filled. Blessed are the merciful: for they shall obtain mercy. Blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God. Blessed are the peacemakers: for they shall be called the children of God. Blessed are they which are persecuted for righteousness' sake: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are you, when men shall revile you, and persecute you, and shall say all manner of evil against you falsely, for my sake. Rejoice, and be exceeding glad: for great is your reward in heaven: for so persecuted they the prophets which were before you. 

			Matthew 5:3-12 

			This sermon which Jesus preached is the manifesto for the revolution of the kingdom of heaven. The parables Jesus taught may be unclear, but there is no doubt what Jesus was saying when he preached this sermon. Perhaps that's where the problem lies – it is all too clear, painfully clear! So, if we lean towards an interpretation of a parable which doesn't line up with what Jesus says in his sermon, then we had better think again. The clear teaching of Jesus may be uncomfortable, confrontational, and radical, but it is a safeguard to our interpretation of parables.

			God knows how to speak to us. I am one of those people who is very sceptical when some Christians 'prophesy' over others, as often I feel that they are speaking out of their own imaginations. I certainly take with a 'pinch of salt' much of what people would like to speak over me.

			However, I do remember one occasion when God spoke through someone, even though I had firmly closed my ears to what this so called 'prophet' had to say. I was sitting in the congregation with Maurice when the Speaker pointed us out and said he had a 'word from the Lord' for us. Inside I cringed and put up barriers even before the man spoke. But the first words out of his mouth absolutely shook me ...

			"I see a house and the wind is blowing through it..." 

			Immediately my ears pricked up, because just a few days prior to coming to this particular meeting God had also shown me this house, and had said some pretty profound things about it. The Speaker gave what God had shown me almost word for word, and then he added something further which God had not spoken when giving me my vision. I knew without a shadow of doubt that God was speaking to me right there in that meeting because it witnessed to what I had already seen. God knew just how to get my attention.

			It is so important that we hear God for ourselves and don't just follow where others are leading us with their interpretation of scripture. We are so often led into error because we allow other people to think for us. In the era when Jesus preached people had to rely on personal conviction at the time, and their memory, if they were trying to figure out what he meant by what he said. But things are different now, and we have no excuse, for both education and bibles are made freely accessible to us, so it is up to us to read and question for ourselves. 

			Search the scriptures; for in them you think you have eternal life: and they are they which testify of me. 

			John 5:39 

			Personal relationship

			Our fundamental belief is that God is a personal God,  yet we find it so difficult to pull away from the crowd to walk in his personal will for us. We will stand before Jesus one day and be expected to give an account of what we have personally done and said during our lifetime, in the flesh. We will not be able to put the blame on anybody else because God gave us all a free will. But so often people would prefer to stay where the 'action' is, without checking the word of God for themselves, as  … "Well, if so many others think this way, then it must be right!"

			Many people have read "Chasing The Dragon" by Jackie Pullinger. Jackie gave her life to Jesus and 2 weeks after becoming a Christian God told her to go to China as a missionary. Her pastor was convinced that she had not heard God, being a Christian for such a very short period of time, so he forbad her to go. Fortunately she obeyed the voice she believed to be God and went out to China without any missionary college training, and God did, and is still doing to this day, amazing things through her as she ministers to Chinese drug addicts and prostitutes.

			The way in

			God knows what is in our hearts and can discern all our hidden motives. There is one thing certain, God will not share His glory with flesh. Brains will not get us into the kingdom of Heaven. The only way in is by our being able to discern the voice of Almighty God, for Jesus said, My sheep hear my voice, and act upon God given revelation.

		

	
		
			The Sower

			Chapter 5

			A sower went forth to sow; and when he sowed, some seeds fell by the wayside, and fowls came and devoured them: some fell upon stony places, where they had not much earth: and forthwith sprung up, because they had no deepness of earth. When the sun was up, they were scorched; and because they had no root, withered away. Some fell among thorns; and the thorns sprung up, and choked them: but other fell into good ground, and brought forth fruit, some an hundredfold, some sixtyfold, some thirtyfold. Who has ears to hear, let him hear. 

			Matthew 13:3-9 

			The parable of the sower is very well known, but we are going to look at it in its context – as the first of 7 parables on the kingdom in Matthew 13. These parables are all in sequence.

			… And he said unto them, Know you not this parable? And how then will you know all parables? 

			Mark 4:13 

			The first thing we have to realise about this parable is that Jesus actually gave the interpretation. Jesus didn't often explain things, he seemed to prefer the Holy Spirit to teach us when we sought answers, but he was so concerned that the disciples knew what to look for in all subsequent parables that he made sure they had 'the keys' to unlock them. 

			These parables are paramount to our understanding of the kingdom and we need to realise that key words and phrases are consistently used throughout scripture when referring to spiritual things rather than natural things. Hear therefore the parable of the sower .. 

			When any one hears the word of the kingdom, and understands it not, then comes the wicked one, and catches away that which was sown in his heart. This is he which received seed by the way side. But he that received the seed into stony places, the same is he that hears the word, and anon with joy receives it; yet has he not root in himself, but endures for a while: for when tribulation or persecution arises because of the word, by and by he is offended. He also that received seed among the thorns is he that hears the word; and the care of this world, and the deceitfulness of riches, choke the word, and he becomes unfruitful. But he that received seed into the good ground is he that hears the word, and understands it; which also bears fruit, and brings forth, some an hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty. 

			... He that sows the good seed is the Son of man.

			 Matthew 13:18-23 & 37

			Key words

			Jesus said that he was the sower …he that sows the good seed is the Son of Man (Matthew 13:37), so this is something which has begun to happen in Jesus' day. This particular brand of seed had never been sown in this way before. The seed  being sown here was the word of the kingdom – that was the gospel Jesus was preaching. He was carrying on from John who also preached about the kingdom of heaven but his style was completely different. 

			In those days came John the Baptist, preaching in the wilderness of Judaea, and saying, Repent: for the kingdom of heaven is at hand. 

			Matthew 3:1-2 

			Moved with compassion Jesus did many mighty signs and wonders (unlike John) and demonstrated in practical terms how God intended us to live when he initially gave Moses the 10 Commandments.  The fowls of the air were the evil spirits, and the ground was the heart. 

			To understand the other parables we must carefully take note of what Jesus says and apply the interpretation to them all. This first parable is all about beginnings, sowing seeds, and the first signs of life. The last parable is about the net, which talks about the end of the world, a gathering up, and dividing for judgement. These parables are not random, they are in perfect order and prophetic of the time to come, and survey the kingdom of heaven in the time between Jesus' first and second coming.

			All is not well

			It may be called the kingdom of heaven, but it is not heaven! On the contrary, all is not well in the kingdom. It is a minefield rather than a safe and secure haven. The parable of the tares and wheat (Matthew 13:24) tells us that the good soil where the good seed is growing and bearing fruit is the very place where the enemy will plant bad seed, right in amongst the good seed. 

			The kingdom of heaven is an open kingdom, unlike the kingdom of Israel which had strict laws and conditions for governing it. Anyone who cares to say they are a Christian, and belong to the kingdom, is able to do so; and that means it is open to abuse. Jesus said, Every man presses into it (Luke 16:16), and the violent take it by force (Matthew 11:12) – all sorts of people push their way in. Immediately in the very first parable we see that all is not well in the kingdom. Only a fraction of the seed sown actually fulfils its intended purpose, which is to bear fruit.

			Shallow ground

			Then there are those who have an immediate reaction. They love and accept wholeheartedly the challenge as it appeals greatly to them, and they go all out for God. In no time at all a plant has grown and people are amazed, "What a testimony!", "What growth!" But then the opposition comes, some trial or test, and little by little the fire of enthusiasm dies until they are dead regarding the kingdom. "I was into all that once, but I had a bad experience". Now they won't touch anything to do with discipleship. Why? The answer is very simple ... there was no deepness of earth.  

			A shallow heart, a shallow understanding of discipleship, won't last. Enthusiasm is not enough to withstand trails and persecution. The fires of persecution test enthusiasm. As the root must break up the soil, so the word must break the heart. It is good for people to respond slowly, think, ponder, get broken up by the word as it goes deep into the heart. This means it will be a solid, lasting work.

			Then there are the mature Christians who have received the word and the roots have gone deep into good soil, a good heart. They have their eyes on the kingdom, are growing strong, have passed through tests and trials and have born fruit, but somehow begin to become unfruitful. What happened? 

			Not a gospel message

			Jesus said the seed was the word of the kingdom (Matthew 13:19). What is the word of the kingdom? It's the Sermon on the Mount! It's the challenge to discipleship, to deny ourselves, and take up our cross. The challenge of losing our life if we want to save it. The challenge of taking no thought for food or clothes but seeking God's kingdom first. The word of the kingdom is a word of challenge to Christians, not a gospel message to the unsaved.

			The first category of people are represented by the seed sown on the path. The path means a hard and stony heart. The Sermon on the Mount, that life of self denial, is preached and the seed just bounces off the rock. Everybody loves free grace, but nobody wants to know about the challenge of discipleship, and the devil is ready with all sorts of good reasons why we should not accept it.

			It is interesting to note that birds generally eat seeds, not plants. What's the significance? The seed is the word. The devil snatches away the word, as birds snatch seeds. The devil loves words, just like birds love seeds. He can play with words, twist them, do all sorts. He was so confident about his ability with words that he even quoted the bible to Jesus who was the Word! Satan happily twists and mis-applies the word, but when that word takes root in a person's heart and starts to become a plant, a living reality, he cannot any longer snatch it away. Plants are more difficult for him to deal with, seeds are easy.

			Message becomes personal

			When reading Matthew 13 and thinking it refers to others, the scripture loses its value, and because it is not taken personally it is almost disregarded. The very first time I heard that the parable of the sower was actually spoken to disciples and not to those who are outside the kingdom of Christ hearing the word of grace for the first time, it was a complete eye opener. We tend to think we have passed this stage long ago because the seed has taken root in our lives and we have become Christians. But this gospel that Jesus preached was not about becoming a 'Christian', it was about becoming a disciple, because Jesus' words were all about the coming kingdom and how we should prepare ourselves for it. 

			We need to search our hearts and ask ourselves, "Where’s the fruit!" We might have accepted mentally that Jesus Christ will be coming back to reign for 1,000 years in the millennium, but if there is no fruit to bear evidence of this in our lives, and our attitudes and dealings with others have not changed, then we have just changed our opinions, not our future. We are still slaves to this present world and not Christ.

			Unsavoury reading

			I can remember vividly a particular time in my Christian walk when certain seed consistently fell on the stony path of my heart. 

			Various godly people at different stages of my walk, over quite a period of time, offered me the same book to read – "Tortured For Christ" by Richard Wurmbrand. I knew the content of the book would be distasteful, that the author would talk about his horrific experiences after being arrested and tortured for the crime of being a Christian, but he was Romanian ... I was British. These things happened in other countries, but, "Thank the Good Lord," I had been delivered from having to face these problems because God had seen fit to allow me to be born and raised in freedom loving England. And if God had chosen this existence for me, then it would be ridiculous to read these horrific accounts and have troubled thoughts in my mind. 

			No, naivety in this instance was far better than being informed. I refused to read the books.

			Giving in

			I cannot remember what caused me to change my mind and read the book, but I do know that when I did it had a devastating effect upon me. I had been right concerning the troubled thoughts and disturbed sleep that resulted, but this drove me to prayer on behalf of those paying such a heavy cost for their Christianity.

			The other strange thing which resulted was that I began to question my own relationship with God.  How could a God I knew to be so loving and considerate allow his beloved children to go through such fiery trials? And even more disturbing, what sort of a relationship did these Christians have with their God that would cause them to sacrifice themselves in this way? They must have had some experience of God which I couldn't begin to understand if they allowed him to treat them in such a fashion, and even grow in love towards him and those who mistreated them. I was so challenged that I found myself searching out books concerning the underground church in book stores and church libraries as I craved to understand their depth of Christianity.

			Make me perfect

			I read the story of a brother who, after being released from a long prison sentence, went into the woods to secretly pray. His prayer was, 

			"Lord, make me perfect." 

			The reply from God coming to him was: 

			"Are you willing to go back to prison in order for me to perfect you?" 

			The brother cried desperately. 

			"Lord, anything but that." 

			He waited for a long time, struggling with what God had said to him, but eventually said through a blur of tears, 

			"Lord, make me perfect!"

			I looked at my own prayers and knew that I had said exactly the same prayer as him, but with a completely different attitude. I wanted Gabriel to appear out of the blue and zap me with spiritual power to 'make me perfect'. I didn't realise there was actually a cost involved. Now I really understood what I was saying to God, I thanked him with all my heart that he didn't listen to my words, he heard my heart. He couldn't make me perfect because he knew I neither understood what I was asking him to do, nor the process he would have to put me through, but I wanted to know God the way these true believers did. 

			The words (seeds) of the kingdom in the Sermon on the Mount, and the books relating to the underground church, had fallen on good soil and God had watered them well. They had produced fruit in me so that I too wanted to be perfect and follow Christ, whatever it took, and for a number of years I developed in God and flourished.

			Weeds

			It's only when you look back that you realise what has happened. I didn't notice the weeds springing up and growing alongside the good plants in my heart, nor did I notice when they began to wrap themselves around the plants. It was only when I felt the life draining from me, when I was gasping for spiritual breath, that I realised what must have happened. Indeed it was only when I had the revelation of this particular parable that I acknowledged what had taken place in my heart.

			Nothing evil or sinister had happened, that's the problem, it was all so very plausible and reasonable. The cares of this world just took over. 

			When I was single I had nobody but myself to consider. I could devote myself to God with no distraction. I had nobody to answer to. But when I became a mother everything dramatically changed. I now had responsibilities. Responsibility is one of the hardest things to cope with when you are a Christian. We all know that our first responsibility is to God, but we cannot see God, and so we tend to attend to the responsibilities which are all too obvious.

			I felt a fraud

			My routines crashed around me, I could no longer have my personal devotions. Consequently when I was asked to minister I felt a fraud being well aware of my own spiritual lack. Because of my spiritual state I felt very resentful towards my husband, as he could carry on his devotional life as normal. With the birth of my second son, Izaac, things went from bad to worse and my relationship with Maurice really suffered. Then one day I had the revelation that as he was my 'head', I was his responsibility. Paul says that the unbelieving husband is sanctified by the wife, and the unbelieving wife is sanctified by the husband, else would the children be defiled. So if the unbelieving wife can be sanctified, it seemed reasonable that the believing wife could be sanctified by her husband. I altered my attitude and allowed Maurice to spiritually 'carry' me, and cast out those feelings of being condemned, as that was the very thing that was robbing my peace and making me awful to live with.

			I stopped struggling and striving. I had to remind myself that I had been saved in the first place by grace, but somewhere along the line I had begun to treat grace like the world treats 'charity' and felt condemned when I failed to do things in my own strength. Well, I couldn't, so I had to ask for grace all over again. And Christ has plenty of grace, more than enough grace for anyone who is humble enough to ask for it. Maurice and I both noticed a difference immediately. 

			Different perspective

			Maurice began to preach out more regularly as God opened up doors in house groups where people asked for his teaching. He took the groups through the Sermon on the Mount week by week which meant that he would be at each house group for a minimum of 2 years, sometimes much longer.  

			I found this so hard as it meant that Maurice was out almost every night of the week on a regular basis. I resented his freedom as I stayed at home, feeling trapped and unnecessary, taking care of the children. I resented the people whom he was teaching. I resented being in this position, especially as at one time I had been fully involved in the ministry with him. It was when I had my third child Tamar, my little girl, that God finally showed me the picture from a better perspective. 

			A letter arrived in the post one day. I didn't recognise the handwriting but I read the contents with interest. An elderly lady who was attending one of Maurice's house groups was writing to specifically thank me for my unselfishness in allowing Maurice to come out week after week to preach his sermons, for her life had been completely transformed. 

			She and her husband had been Christians for many years but the teaching was so challenging that they had been unable to carry on as before. The thing was, they were changing without actually trying to do anything. They were just putting into practice the principles which were being taught, and God himself was doing the rest. Even her marriage had turned around. She confessed that the relationship between  herself and her husband had been very strained for years, but she had just been out to buy a dress because her husband, who was also now a changed man, was taking her out to dinner for the first time in over 40 years of their married life.

			Preferential treatment

			When I was a young, rebellious girl, Maurice's father, who had been the pastor of the church I attended, encouraged me by allowing me to become his secretary. The times when I was supposed to be working for the church were ideal opportunities for him to talk with me. He taught me about God in such a way that my mind was reshaped. The mess in my mind was straightened out as biblical principles were poured in, and I know I think as I do today because of the time this godly man put into me. I was the beneficiary of the fruit which this man bore, and ate freely that which he offered. 

			God pruned and nurtured him and I was there to receive the fruit of his relationship with God. Many times I wondered why I was receiving such preferential treatment as I knew that even his own children didn't spend as much quality time with him as I did.

			Bearing bigger fruit

			Whilst reading the letter sent by that lady God reminded me of what I had received, and then, through this letter, allowed me to see first hand the changes in the lives of the people Maurice had been ministering to in the house groups. Although this dear lady had written her letter with the intent of complementing me on my godly attitude, I was ashamed for she presumed something that wasn't true. Nevertheless, her letter did something to me – I wanted to be the person she saw me to be. I wanted to be worthy of the praise. 

			God then challenged me to freely give. Seeing the picture from God's point of view helped me enormously and I realised what his plan was. I changed my attitude and he began to build me up as the weeds of resentment, anger, and bitterness were pulled up one by one. I still have my responsibilities, but somehow God has managed to enable me to see the bigger picture. 

			Self & Materialism

			Jesus said that the thorns were the cares of this world and the deceitfulness of riches – in other words, self and materialism. These deceive the hearts of so many Christians. We want to live for God but there are so many other cares to attend to – families, jobs, the mortgage, a decent car, schooling for the kids, holidays, clothes, food, health, reputation – the list is endless. These thorns trap us and strangle our spiritual life. We no longer have time to think about the kingdom because we have too many burdens and responsibilities to take care of. Our pride stops us from allowing God to handle all our difficulties. We are too resourceful and feel it necessary to solve our own problems. 

			But the pressure of life becomes a very heavy burden to bear. We forget that Jesus told us to take no thought for our life … food … clothes … or tomorrow, and we all too quickly become unfruitful. No longer are we lights in the world, radically different from the darkness all around. We conform to the world and follow its pattern. Sadly, it has been proved statistically that Christians live exactly the same as everyone else in the world. We go to church, have a different vocabulary and doctrines, can call ourselves 'born again', but the way we live is no different.

			If we can overcome the problem of cares and riches, there are no more obstacles to bearing fruit. This is good news. Bearing fruit is a natural process; it happens spontaneously to a seed planted in good soil. If we are not bearing fruit – and we can all be more fruitful – all we need to do is eliminate the obstacles and feed the new nature. We say that God is the Lord of our lives … well, let him be just that! Seek first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness, and everything else will fall into place. A purged  tree will bear bigger, better fruit.

		

	
		
			The Tares and Wheat

			Chapter 6

			Another parable put he forth unto them, saying, The kingdom of heaven is likened unto a man which sowed good seed in his field: but while men slept, his enemy came and sowed tares among the wheat, and went his way. But when the blade was sprung up, and brought forth fruit, then appeared the tares also. So the servants of the householder came and said unto him, Sir, did you not sow good seed in your field? From where then have these tares come from? He said unto them, An enemy has done this. The servants said unto him, Will you then that we go and gather them up? But he said, No; lest while you gather up the tares, you root up also the wheat with them. Let both grow together until the harvest: and in the time of harvest I will say to the reapers, Gather together first the tares, and bind them in bundles to burn them: but gather the wheat into my barn.

			Matthew 13:24-30

			The disciples didn't ask for an explanation concerning the leaven, the pearl, the net, or other things mentioned in the parables Jesus taught in this chapter, but they did want to know about the tares of the field. This parable is only mentioned in this one gospel, and how blessed we are that the disciples should query it, for there is enough confusion even when Jesus has given us the interpretation! 

			Different application

			This parable has a different application to that of the sower for in this case the seed and the field have completely different meanings.

			Jesus sows the good seed, but the seed, or wheat in the case of this parable, is not the word of the kingdom, it is actually people – children of the kingdom – disciples. There is something we must understand about wheat, it has chaff growing alongside the grain as part of the plant which needs to be beaten or threshed out of it. The chaff is not something evil, it is just the part which is valueless and cannot be used – it needs to be separated from the fruit.

			The tares are also people – the children of the wicked one. They are not weak Christians, but the devil's plants who are transformed as ministers of light. They were never saved. There is nothing good in the tares which needs to be separated, the whole plant is bad.

			The field is not the heart, as in the sower, but it is the world.

			The enemy is the devil, and he sowed the counterfeit in the field.

			The harvest is the end of the world – the beginning of the millennium.

			The reapers are two angels (Revelation 14:6 & 15-17), not Jesus or the Church.

			In this parable Jesus says that we need ears to hear because there is something very significant which we must take note of. Jesus called the scribes and Pharisees children of the devil. He actually named them tares, they were plants of the devil in the synagogue. 

			The Pharisees, by definition of their austere religion (Judaism), had the duty of upholding righteousness and maintaining  purity in Israel. They were the ones who enforced the laws of God and dealt with all who committed sins, blasphemies, and heresies, which is why they kept such a strict eye on Jesus and the disciples. Their job was to guard Israel against those who walked and taught contrary to the law. The problem with most of these religious 'guardians' was that they didn't really know God – they had read all the scriptures, and knew all about God, but just couldn't see the wood for the trees. They were the ones who brought in the teaching of the Babylonian Talmud, and for the present day Jews this is their strongest form of conduct, rather than the Torah. They had ...

			... a form of godliness, but denying the power thereof: from such turn away ... Ever learning, and never able to come to the knowledge of the truth. 

			1 Timothy 3:5-7

			Although these parables are prophesying of the time between Jesus' first and second coming, they also happen on another level – they happen personally to each of us. 

			Not a safe place

			We all hear the gospel of the kingdom at some point or other in our Christian lives, and we react in one of the four ways Jesus described in the parable of the sower. If we are not hardhearted like the stony ground; if the word of discipleship gets some root in our hearts and we survive the opposition that inevitably results; if we overcome the massive obstacle of the cares of this life and the deceitfulness of riches and bear fruit – then we may think that we have really made it. No further obstacles or deceptions for us. But in fact there is more trouble ahead in the kingdom. The kingdom is not a 'safe haven'; in fact it's full of deceptions and dangers!

			The enemy (Satan) comes secretly, while men slept (when we are unaware, or spiritually asleep) and sows tares (weeds). 

			Where does he sow the tares? On the stony path? No! In the shallow soil or the thorny soil? No! He is very particular about where he chooses to cause damage. He comes to the very best soil, where the wheat is thriving and bearing fruit. The eager, open hearts of fruit-bearing Christians are the devil's target. His chief aim is to spoil God's work. How? By trying to deceive you. By seduction; luring you sweetly and subtly into false doctrines or making you overstep boundaries thinking you have divine protection or authority. This (according to Jesus) is what goes on in the kingdom of heaven! No wonder Jesus told the disciples he was sending them out as sheep amongst wolves, and warned them to be wise as serpents.

			Tares

			Let's have a closer look at the tares. Firstly, they are deceptive. They look like wheat and can only be seen for what they are when they are grown. Only when the fruit appeared did it become apparent what they really were. Their destiny is to be burned. In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus speaks of a group of people who share these three characteristics exactly – the false prophets. When you see their fruit it becomes apparent what they are. 

			Beware of false prophets who come to you in sheep's clothing, but inwardly they are ravening wolves, you shall know them by their fruits. 

			Matthew 7:15-16 

			By 'prophets' Jesus does not mean people who foretell the future. Prophets are teachers, declaring the word of the Lord, or what they say is the word of the Lord. False teachers are the tares, the wolves, whom Jesus warned his disciples about. 

			For I know that after my departing shall grievous wolves enter in among you not sparing the flock. Also of your own selves shall men arise, speaking perverse things. 

			Acts 20:29

			Paul lived in an age of the parable of the sower; but he knew that in the generation that followed him after my departing, the tares would be sown among the wheat. He warned Timothy: 

			Now the Spirit speaks expressly, that in the latter times some shall depart from the faith, giving heed to seducing spirits, and doctrines of devils.

			1 Timothy 4:1

			The wolves are the false prophets, but the tares are the children of the wicked one. Children of the devil are not children of God. The false prophets are not Christians at all, but there are others who are Christians of your own selves who fall for the deception of the false prophets. These people can become false teachers themselves, and they will lead people into the wrong kingdom and go in there themselves, but they are still Christians, despite their error. Both these types exist in the kingdom today.

			What do we do about them?

			So, what do we do about these people we have been warned about? Well, firstly we have to discern who they are. The false prophets are known by their fruit – and fruit is the character of Christ evident in their lives. Fruit is not … how many converts they have won; how big their church is; how great their reputation is; how eloquent their preaching is; how many miracles happen in their meetings. The real question is …Do they have the character of Christ?

			We must remember that this is neither the sowing period, nor is it the reaping period, this is now the time in between. The false teachers are to remain in the kingdom, by the command of God, until the return of Christ! Though they are planted by the devil, they have a purpose in the plan of God. Whenever they arise, they serve as a test, proving who the true disciples are. 

			There must also be heresies among you, that they which are approved may be made manifest among you.

			1 Corinthians 11:19

			The false prophets are very subtle. They are deceived deceivers, the most convincing deceivers are the ones who believe their own lies. The church is full of sheep and wolves always come to where the sheep are for they love sheep, just like the shepherds do, but for very different reasons. Shepherds love and care for their sheep, but wolves love sheep to eat! Wolves are in the churches, on the Christian TV channels, on the shelves in the Christian bookstore. Can you tell the difference between a false prophet and a shepherd? So many eager, zealous young Christians have been seduced into the 'prosperity gospel' or 'Kingdom Now' teaching because they didn’t know how to discern the fruit of what they were taught. The message of this parable is that we must learn to discern!

			Hard hearts

			Maurice and I had been visiting a church for a few months on a regular basis. Some of the members had expressed their gratitude, saying that their eyes had been opened and they had really benefited from the ministry. On the other hand it was clear to Maurice that one of the elders didn't particularly enjoy the challenge that the Sermon on the Mount brought and he knew in his spirit that his days were numbered.

			It wasn't long before Maurice and I were approached by the elders of the church who said that they would like a meeting with us in private. They came round to our house and shared with us their concern about certain things we were teaching. We chatted amicably with them for quite some time and did our best to waylay their fears. They had obviously misinterpreted something Maurice had said. But even though he spelt out clearly exactly what he had meant by a particular statement, they still could not be pacified.

			Soon after this incident, the leader who oversaw the church was brought into it. He was told by the elders what had taken place and immediately came to the conclusion that we were teaching heresy. We were struck off the list of visiting ministers and blacked before the congregation. 

			When we were informed what had happened we tried to make arrangements to speak with this leader as he had only heard one side of the story. We knew that this man often boasted about how unafraid he was of confrontation, and stated that he never spoke publicly about someone unless he had first spoken to them face to face. We expected that he would see us without hesitation, but for some reason he didn't uphold his integrity, and even though to this day he has a black mark against us and will state categorically that we are teaching heresy, he has never spoken on any matter to us personally. I'll bet he doesn't even know what we look like!

			The man himself had a tremendous ministry. I have quite a library of his teaching tapes and have been very blessed listening to him. He has had great revelation, seeing things from a Jewish perspective, and has many followers. But one thing we have noticed about the fruit he bears in others is that those who follow him tend to become very legalistic, hard, and bigoted. In fact his ministry leans towards these people as they find his teaching gives them ammunition to fight other Christians with.

			Division in the camp

			Some years ago Maurice and I were closely involved with an evangelistic organisation in Holland. They arranged an itinerary around their 13 churches at least twice a year, and opened up their pulpits to us whenever we were in their area. We had a tremendous relationship with them and had built up some strong friendships. There came a time though when something happened which bewildered and grieved us.

			Apparently a well known American Evangelist had toured Holland and some of the Pastors from the churches pioneered by this particular organisation had attended the meetings. They had been really taken up with the American's ministry and had gone out at the end of the meeting to be prayed for by him. They came out of the meeting changed. But in our opinion, not for the better. They began practising the things they had seen this Evangelist do and were dissatisfied with how things had been in the organisation. Feeling they had been enlightened and had been shown a better way, they pulled their congregations in that direction. Not only did they pull their own members, but they infiltrated the whole organisation and caused great division amongst the pastors and workers. So much so that there was awful tension and a power struggle, ending in a massive split. I was there. I saw it. I have never seen anything, in any church, so terrible and vicious.

			Defamed

			It was so bad that whilst the Founder of the organisation was preaching in one of his churches on one particular Sunday, the whole congregation booed him and then walked out en-mass! He was left alone in a church which had been around 800 strong!

			Because the organisation was a faith mission, people worked for a very small wage. They understood what they were doing when they joined, they were doing their work for God, not for material rewards. But when all this situation blew up, and people began to take sides. A couple of the workers actually took their problems to the law courts and sued the organisation for back pay amounting to thousands of guilders. I was stunned that these people, who were still living in the apartments on the complex owned by the organisation, could arrogantly hold their heads up righteously when I met them in the streets. It seemed as though they were oblivious to the consequences of their actions. They had become so hard hearted.

			The pain this American Evangelist left in his wake was unbelievable. It's hard to believe that anyone could produce this type of fruit, but I personally witnessed it.

			Trail of pain

			I know of a number of churches which have been tragically hurt by their Pastors. One was reported about in the Manchester Metro newspaper for everyone to see, when it exposed a minister, married with 9 children, who had stalked one of the young women attending his church youth club. The woman, in her twenties, was left distressed by his obsessive behaviour and complained to the police. Consequently he was sacked from his position as Pastor, but left a hurting church behind him.

			Then again, there was another church – a Messianic Fellowship – where the Pastor was extremely well respected and for years preached what his congregation deemed to be sound doctrine. But when he decided to become circumcised and change his religion to become completely Jewish, the members had been thrown into total confusion and the church crumbled. It was a long time before any of the members were able to trust themselves to attend other churches as they had totally committed themselves to their former fellowship prior to the leader following another route.

			A number of the people who attended the house groups which Maurice used to take on various nights of the week were from churches where many difficulties had been experienced. These people loved God and wanted to serve him, but somehow found it impossible to do so through the 'church' as the church structure itself gave them these problems. 

			One woman who loved her church and was a keen member often spoke out her fears and doubts to her Pastor, rather than judge him in her heart. She felt it the right thing to do to make him aware of the compromising situations he was putting the church in by some of his actions, and the advice he was giving. When her Pastor was organising a coach to take the church members on an outing to see a 'Harry Potter' film, which has earned the reputation of encouraging  young  people to learn the  art of witchcraft, this proved to be the last straw. Again, rather than think wrong thoughts she went to see him so that she could share her feelings, but he wasn't put out at all and told her she was welcome to "leave the Church, and leave them to their perdition"!

			Sound mind

			When Maurice and I were in Nigeria some years ago, Maurice in particular was distressed by stickers he saw displayed on the back windows of quite a large number of the cars. The stickers stated that 'Givers Never Lack!', yet this statement was being proclaimed from old 'bangers' that were falling to bits on the road. The owners of the vehicles had obviously heard the teaching and seen their role models driving around in fancy cars, and living in luxurious surroundings. Even in Nigeria, such a poverty stricken country where there are starving and destitute millions, there are so called Christians who are building empires and encouraging others to give to them so that they in return will receive a financial blessing from God.

			Sadly, there is nothing that we should do about any of these situations other than watch and take note. Learn to discern. Rotten fruit actually looks, smells, and feels bad, so you have no excuse for putting it in your mouth. 

			God has not given us the spirit of fear but of love, joy and a sound mind.

			2 Timothy 1:7 

			I honestly believe that only real Christians can think straight to see through the confusion in the church system and structure today. The Bible promises that the Holy Spirit will guide us into all truth. God is good, wherever he sees a heart that is searching for truth, he will show them the way. I have been amazed by some of the incredible testimonies I have read concerning people in atheistic or Muslim countries where they have been indoctrinated against Jehovah. God can reach anyone, anywhere, and if he can rescue people in these places where it is dangerous to be following Christ, he can certainly reach those who have been trapped by the church system, no matter what denomination. All God looks for is a searching heart which is humble enough to admit they are not satisfied with the status quo and ask for the truth to be revealed to them.

			Silage Heap

			Some years ago God gave me a vision … 

			I saw an enormous silage heap. (When you see these in the fields they are large heaps of hay or mown grass covered by tarpaulin. Heavy weights such as car tyres, are thrown on top of the plastic sheets to weigh down and compress the grass which will eventually be used as animal feed to see them through the winter time.) 

			The surface of this particular silage heap was covered so anyone looking from the outside couldn't see what was underneath. As I watched I saw a procession of clergymen. They were all dressed in their official robes. Some looked like cardinals with their tall hats and mitres, some like priests with their white 'dog-collars'. There were many different types of clergy and ministers and each of them were holding heavy tyres which they threw on top of the silage heap I had seen.

			I was standing afar off and viewing this scene from a distance, but God allowed me to see beneath the plastic sheets and I was amazed at what I saw. Instead of grass, as I had at first imagined, there were people. These people were members of various churches and they were  crammed together beneath the plastic being crushed and pressurised by the enormous weights which were being thrown on them by the clergy. I was one of these people and I was being  crushed and squeezed so much that I ended up on the floor almost suffocating for lack of air. 

			At the bottom of the heap I saw a tiny gap – a mouse hole. I had been crushed so much that I was now small enough to get through the mouse hole and escape this awful pressure. Once outside in the fresh air I became my normal size again.

			I scrambled up the hill to view the silage heap from this advantageous place. From where I was I saw the people screaming and hurting under the great weights and burdens being placed upon them, but couldn't do anything about it. God told me not to criticise them, because I was once in that position. What I had to do was pray that they would become small enough (meaning crushed and pressed down – humbled), to find the little mouse hole at the bottom of the heap and escape to freedom.  

			Blessings in disguise

			Jesus told the disciples that the scribes and Pharisees were tares, and yet it was these very people everyone looked up to in the synagogue. Surely it will be the same today as it was in Jesus' day, so there's no point getting mad at what you see happening in the churches. If only you could see it, this is actually your blessing in disguise.  If you were so settled and comfortable, you would never realise that you were trapped in something which was never meant to be. When Jesus died, the veil of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom. This wasn't so that we could enter the Holiest of Holies … No! This was because God was coming out. He was no longer going to be put in a box and dwell among them. Jesus, paying the ultimate sacrifice on the cross, opened up the way for him to dwell in them – in the hearts of those who wanted him. 

			We are exhorted not to forsake fellowship, but so often when the church service has ended there is no fellowship to be found. There is a spiritual 'switch off' when people will talk about anything other than God – their house, car, children, work – this is not fellowship! 

			And what agreement has the temple of God with idols? For you are the temple of the living God; as God has said, I will dwell in them, and walk in them; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. Wherefore come out from among them, and be separate, says the Lord, and touch not the unclean thing; and I will receive you. 

			2 Corinthians 6:16-17 

			There are many who are walking this pathway alone without the confines of 'church establishments', seemingly more so now than ever. It's a very lonely path, but those who know their God can, and do, walk it. We don't need to be tied down by the weeds, we can withdraw ourselves and ask God to bring us other 'wheat' to fellowship with, and there is plenty out there. No matter what trials and tests we have to go through God can, and will, look after his own.

			For, lo, I will command, and I will sift the house of Israel among all nations, like as corn is sifted in a sieve, yet shall not the least grain fall upon the earth.

			Amos 9:9  

			We don't need to die in the wilderness. We have God, so we have no excuse!

		

	
		
			The Mustard Tree

			Chapter 7

			The Kingdom of heaven is like to a grain of mustard seed, which a man took, and sowed in his field: which indeed is the least of all seeds: but when it is grown, it is the greatest among herbs, and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and lodge in the branches thereof. 

			Matthew 13:31

			Good or bad?

			For the first time we have parables which are not interpreted by Jesus. So, here is the first question we must ask … Is the mustard tree with the birds nesting in its branches a good or a bad thing? One of the principles we learned from Jesus about these parables of the kingdom is that not all who hear them will understand. Many commentators believe these parables speak positively of the spread of the kingdom of God throughout the world, providing a home and shelter for believers as the tree provides a nest for birds.

			We are following on from a parable which spoke of bad seed being sown alongside good seed. Clearly things are not all well in the kingdom if this is taking place. Even the parable of the sower shows a huge mixture of different reactions to the word of the kingdom, not all positive. It would be a little strange if Jesus then proceeded to give two parables which basically said, "Everything's fine, everything's growing, everything's great". In fact we can divide the 7 parables up. The first parable, the sower, stands on its own as an introduction. The next 3 parables speak of the devil's plan to corrupt the kingdom. The last 3 parables speak of God's plan to purify the kingdom. The devil's plan is mixture, corruption, confusion. God's plan is separation, purity, simplicity.

			The context and symbolism in this parable of the mustard tree speaks of bad things that corrupt the kingdom rather than good things that make the kingdom grow.  The mustard seed is not necessarily the smallest seed in size, but it is the least valued of the herbs, almost despised. It is an Eastern herb and the small, round seeds, though only about 2mm in diameter, can grow to around 9 ft. in height.

			How Jesus viewed it

			In AD78, about the time that John was on the Isle of Patmos, the mustard seed's fast growing nature made it a malignant weed. It was entirely wild. Once it had been sown it was scarcely possible to get free of it as the seed, when it fell, germinated immediately, and had tremendous 'take over' properties. This does not happen with most plants.

			This tree cannot bring forth fruit, pruning is of no value. A vine is pruned to allow it to bring forth better, bigger fruit, but this tree bears no fruit.  However, The mustard tree has good properties which can be utilised, but you cannot get rid of it.

			Symbolism of the tree

			Jesus said it became a great tree where birds of the air came to lodge in the branches. In Ezekiel 31:2 God compares Pharaoh to a great tree – a cedar in Lebanon – and all the fowls of the air made their nests in his boughs. But this symbolises the pride of Pharaoh and his mighty empire, and God promised he would bring him down: 

			Because you have lifted yourself up in height … I have delivered him into the hand of the mighty one of the heathen … his branches are broken, his boughs are fallen … upon his ruin shall all the fowl of heaven remain. 

			Ezekiel 31:10-13

			In Daniel 4:12, using exactly the same symbol, and exactly the same meaning, Daniel gave Nebuchadnezzar a very similar prophetic warning: the tree which you saw …it is you, O king (verses 20-22). But Nebuchadnezzar's pride and greatness would also be judged and destroyed: Hew down the tree, cut off his branches …leave the stump (verses 14-15). So a great tree with the birds of heaven nesting in its branches does not symbolise godly growth; it symbolises something which has become not just great numerically, but great in pride, and because of this God will have to judge.

			Living in the age of antichrist

			What will the days of antichrist be like? A time of terror and anarchy? A time of unprecedented lawlessness in the world, where evil and all that is ungodly is blatantly manifested? A time when millions cower into submission through fear?

			It may come as a surprise to you, but we are actually living in the age of antichrist now! This is a prophetic announcement from New Testament scripture ... 

			Little children, it is the last time; and as you have heard that antichrist shall come, even now there are many antichrists, whereby we know that it is the last time.

			1 John 2:18 

			In fact, we have been living in 'the age of antichrist', which is the same as the 'last time', or the 'last days', for nearly 2,000 years. And there have been many antichrists since then. As soon as Christ departed antichrists arose. Exactly the same happened with the apostles for Paul said: 

			I know this, that after my departing, grievous wolves shall enter in among you, not sparing the flock.

			Acts 20:29

			As soon as the true teachers, prophets, and apostles departed, the false ones came in, the counterfeits arose. So it is with antichrist, for antichrist is a counterfeit Christ. The prefix anti means against, or instead of. So antichrist is someone who is against and opposed to Christ, but also comes in the guise of Christ – as a false Christ. Antichrist will not come as a blatant and obvious personification of evil, he will be far more subtle and deceptive than that. He will come as a charismatic figure who will solve all our problems, a world leader, a saviour.

			Everything as normal

			In Luke Jesus was teaching about the last days and his second coming. 

			As it was in the days of Noah, so shall it be also in the days of the Son of man. They ate, they drank, they married wives, they were given in marriage, until the day that Noah entered the ark, and the flood came and destroyed them all.

			Luke 17:26

			We know that the days of Noah were characterised by unprecedented evil. It was so wicked that God destroyed the entire human race and started again with Noah and his family. Yet Jesus does not draw attention to the wickedness of the age, he talks about the normality of it. No mention of the terrible evil, violence, lawlessness. He says; they ate, they drank, they married wives. In other words life just went on as normal. Nobody thought they were living in a wicked world, because all the wickedness and evil around them had become quite normal! Just to emphasise the point he then said: 

			Likewise also as it was in the days of Lot, they ate, they drank, they bought, they sold, they planted, they built; but the same day Lot went out of Sodom, it rained fire and brimstone from heaven, and destroyed them all.

			Luke 17:28-29

			Remember, this city of Sodom was so wicked that God had actually come down himself to see whether what he had heard of it was really true. 

			And the LORD said, Because the cry of Sodom and Gomorrah is great, and because their sin is very grievous;  I will go down now, and see whether they have done altogether according to the cry of it, which is come unto me; and if not, I will know.

			Genesis 18:20-21 

			Jesus does not mention its wickedness, only its normality – 'business as usual', and when the judgement came it took them all completely by surprise. It was not a reign of terror. Lot and his family were not desperate to leave. In fact the husbands of his own daughters refused to believe him and chose to stay behind in this 'wicked city'. The lifestyle was, in fact, very normal ... very much like today!

			Scripture tells us that God will intervene when evil and ungodliness has reached its zenith, but we must remember that evil and ungodliness are subtle and deceptive, and by no means blatant. Satan is transformed into an angel of light (2 Corinthians 11:14), and there is no reason to suppose that he will change his tactics.

			Undoubtedly there is an increase of evil in our world, we can see it all around us when so-called civilised people watch films showing gratuitous violence, horror, and sex for entertainment; when there is 'sex tourism' which even abuses babies and infants; when drug addiction is rife amongst corporate professionals, lawyers, bankers, and is being classed as a 'leisure' for civilised people as well as those on the fringes of society. Mass murder, genocide, ethnic cleansing, organised crime, shootings in schools, credit card and Internet fraud, are all rife, and yet society does not seem to have the answers.

			The answer

			Antichrist wants worship, reverence and honour. Satan doesn't mind wiping out all this gratuitous and obvious evil if it suits his own ends. He created the problem – so he can easily solve it. This will be a counterfeit kingdom of Christ where antichrist will be looked upon as a saviour and hero for he will appear to be the answer to many of these problems. If Satan can only gain that kingdom by getting rid of violence, crime or perversion, then he will be happy – the end justifies the means.

			World leaders only rise to the top because they provide answers for society. We saw that with Hitler who has been described as 'the almost-antichrist'. Out of the chaos and misery of World War I, Hitler transformed the desperately struggling nation of Germany by creating an ordered, prosperous, safe society, and became a national hero who was revered and worshipped. Antichrist's rise will be on similar lines. Jesus says we shall see many things before the end comes.

			You shall hear of wars and rumours of wars: see that you are not troubled: for all these things must come to pass, but the end is not yet. For nation shall rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom: and there shall be famines, and pestilence, and earthquakes, in divers places. All these are the beginning of sorrows.

			 Matthew 24:6-8 

			None of these things will signify the end, they only signify the beginning, that's why he tells us not to be troubled by them. Even though all these catastrophes seem to be on the increase, they are still only the beginning of sorrows.

			The 'man of lawlessness' will not be a man of anarchy. He will be flouting God's laws, but certainly not society's laws. To society he will be a good, decent, law-abiding man, worthy of respect and honour.

			One world religion

			When the book of Revelation lists the judgements of God which are poured out, it notes that: 

			...the rest of men which were not killed by these plagues repented not.

			Revelation 9:20 

			Why? Because they don't see them as judgements! If you so much as hint that AIDS, and events that many call 'natural disasters', could be judgements of God you will be classed as a judgemental bigot,  lacking compassion, or maybe even downright evil. Many Christians will refuse to acknowledge God's judgements. 

			This, however, is all part of the formation of the one world religion, which is a religion of moderation and peace. It will attract people from every religion – moderate Muslims, Christians, Sikhs, Hindus, Jews, Buddhists. Radical people will not accept it, but ordinary, nice, kind, peace-loving people with standards and morals will be sucked in. It will give the impression that God is a God of nonviolence and tolerance. 

			People will not consider the fact that God drowned the population of the whole world in Noah's day. Nor that he sent Joshua to ruthlessly annihilate 7 nations – making Joshua a war criminal by today's definitions for genocide! Many Christians have already abandoned the God of the Bible in favour of this nonviolent God; and many more, including Evangelicals, Charismatics, and Pentecostals, will follow.

			The birds of the air

			We only have to look back to the parable of the sower in Matthew 13:4,19 to see that here the birds who ate the seed which landed on the path were a symbol for the devil. Paul talks of ...the prince of the power of the air  and ...the principalities and powers in heavenly places (Ephesians 2:2, 3:10). This is not a picture of the kingdom growing in godliness, but quite the opposite, a kingdom becoming powerful and proud, and one in which the principalities and powers, demons and evil spirits, feel quite at home – so much so that they actually dwell there. The spirit of antichrist, just like the spirit of Christ, is something which has to be discerned. 

			Little children, it is the last time: and as you have heard that antichrist shall come, even now are there many antichrists; whereby we know that it is the last time. They went out from us, but they were not of us; for if they had been of us, they would no doubt have continued with us: but they went out, that they might be made manifest that they were not all of us. But you have an unction from the Holy One, and you know all things.

			1 John 2:18-20 

			Yes, the mustard seed was a pure gospel, but the great tree which it became was not what was intended. As Paul prophesied, the birds of the air, seducing spirits and doctrines of demons, made their way into the church. When false teaching becomes the official teaching of the church, you can be sure the birds have well and truly made their nests in the tree. 

			Scripture teaches us that the unction – or anointing – from the Holy Spirit which abides in us is the gift of spiritual discernment by which we are enabled to tell the difference between the spirit of Christ and the spirit of Antichrist. But sensitivity to this anointing – to the presence of God's Spirit within – does not come automatically. It depends on a close, personal walk, and prayer life, with God. 

			When Jesus came the first time many very religious people such as chief priests, scribes, and Pharisees, had knowledge about where the Messiah would be born. But they missed the Messiah! The only people who recognised the infant Christ for who he was were Simeon and Anna – just two old people who had a close walk with the Lord. Because of this close, personal walk, God spoke to them by his Holy Spirit and gave them discernment at the right moment. The right moment for us to discern the age of antichrist is right now; for if we cannot see it now, how can we expect to see it in the future?

		

	
		
			The Hidden Leaven

			Chapter 8

			The kingdom of heaven is like unto leaven, which a woman took, and hid in three measures of meal, till the whole was leavened.

			Matthew 13:13

			Symbolism of leaven

			Leaven is mentioned 20 times in the bible – 10 times in the Old Testament, and 10 times in the New Testament. Throughout scripture leaven signifies something bad. In the old Testament no sacrifices for sin were offered with leaven:  

			You shall not offer the blood of my sacrifice with leaven. 

			Exodus 34:25

			 

			No meat offering, which you shall bring unto the LORD, shall be made with leaven: for you shall burn no leaven, nor any honey, in any offering of the LORD made by fire.

			 Leviticus 2:11

			It shall not be baked with leaven. I have given it unto them for their portion of my offerings made by fire; it is most holy, as is the sin offering, and as the trespass offering.

			Leviticus 6:17

			And Moses spoke unto Aaron, and unto Eleazar and unto Ithamar, his sons that were left, Take the meat offering that remains of the offerings of the LORD made by fire, and eat it without leaven beside the altar: for it is most holy.

			 Leviticus 10:12

			Amos mocked the sinfulness of backslidden Israel by talking of leavened sacrifices: 

			Come to Bethel, and transgress … offer a sacrifice of thanksgiving with leaven … for this is what you like , O you children of Israel. 

			Amos 4:4-5 

			In the New Testament it was no different. In Jesus' time the Pharisees represented the outward Babylon (mixture) for outwardly they were holy, but inwardly they were unholy. He told his disciples to beware of their corrupt teaching: 

			Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees. 

			Matthew 16:6 

			 Take heed, beware of the leaven of the Pharisees, and of the leaven of Herod.

			Mark 8:15

			Paul warned in his letters, 

			Don't you know that a little leaven leavens the whole lump? Purge out therefore the old leaven.

			1 Corinthians 5:6-7

			A little leaven leavens the whole lump.

			Galatians 5:9

			Everywhere in scripture leaven signifies a corrupting influence. One commentator, who preferred to see this parable in a positive light, went so far as to say that leaven always signified something bad in scripture except in this one place (Matthew 13), where it symbolises positive growth. But the bible is not like that. The symbolism is marvellously consistent, and is there to teach, and help us to understand.

			Properties of leaven

			When we understand what leaven actually is we can see why it is a perfect symbol of corruption. Leaven is not yeast. It is bread dough which is in a high state of fermentation – it has 'gone off', and is completely rotten. It is also called 'sour dough'. In the same way as milk which has 'gone off' at a certain temperature becomes yoghurt because of the bacteria produced in the fermentation process, so when bread dough is left to 'go off', the resultant bacteria turns it into sour dough, which when mixed with new dough causes it to rise. Significantly, it doesn't actually 'grow' at all – it just gives the appearance of growth. The substance remains the same. The so-called 'growth' is all just hot air! So leaven is simply corrupt dough.

			History

			Jesus and the apostles did sow the word of the kingdom (first parable), but after their deaths, as they warned, false prophets came in amongst the people with false teaching (second parable). This happened in the second  century. Nevertheless there was persecution. But then the persecution stopped, and the church gradually gained power in the world. Naturally when the persecution stopped, the church grew. The persecution had kept the church pure. No one was going to join the church without any true commitment, because they knew they could lose everything, including their lives. But when the persecution stopped, the Christians saw the opportunity of blending elements of Greek philosophy with Christianity (making it more acceptable to intellectuals) thus compromising themselves with the men in power, most of all the emperor.

			Of course, this produced a corrupt mixture. The church grew mighty in numbers, but in order to do so it had to become corrupt. In the fourth century the emperor Constantine proclaimed Christianity the official religion of the Roman Empire. It didn't worry him that he worshipped the sun god as well as Christ. Then came 'forced conversions' – whole nations were compelled to become 'Christian'. The whole thing was corrupt, a mockery of the pure gospel that Jesus had preached. 

			We must remember that Jesus is never talking about what he's talking about, there's always another meaning. He's trying to teach something. Jesus said the disciples' hearts were hard because instead of thinking spiritually, they were thinking naturally about bread, when he spoke of leaven. Babylon is not all bad – that's the problem, it's a mixture.

			The original lump of dough was pure, but a woman hid 3 measures of leaven in it. Why does Jesus say she hid it? Why didn't she want anyone to know what she had done! God doesn't want the kingdom to be hidden behind closed doors, as in a monastery or church building. He planted it in the hearts of people. The kingdom is in the world, we are in the world, but God does not want us to be of it – its culture, fashion, status, etc., and the natural tendency for us is to want to grow the kingdom big. We live in the world, but we must abide in Christ. This woman was doing something secretly knowing full well that once the leaven was mixed with the dough nothing could be done about it as it would permeate throughout the whole lump affecting every part of it.

			Who is this woman? The bible talks about two types of  women – the Bride of Christ, and the Whore of Babylon. This woman who was bent on deception was certainly not the Bride of Christ, she most certainly was the Whore who craves to corrupt and pollute everything clean, pure, and wholesome. Babylon means mixture, and the corrupting leaven got mixed with the pure grain right at the very beginning of the baking process. Yes, it 'grew', but the growth was nothing more than hot air, people honouring God with their lips but with hearts far from him. Growth at the expense of purity is of no interest to God.

			Uganda

			When Maurice and I visited Uganda we were amazed to find that open Christianity out there was very young indeed – only 28 years old approximately.  Under the dictator Idi Amin Christianity was persecuted and because of this the Christians had to operate underground. Since the death of this man the Christians have been allowed freedom to practice their faith openly and many churches have been built.

			There has been an onrush of Christian teachers from the West into the countries which have relaxed pressure on the Believers – especially those preaching the Prosperity Gospel where the people are being taught to sow seeds into various ministries in order for God to prosper the givers financially. Their television screens are pumping out this message daily on the Christian TV channels. Already the Ugandan Christians are desirous of the Western lifestyle, they want the home entertainment, big cars, big houses, and demand financial payment for everything they do. Any sacrifice they make is so that they can get back more in this material world. 

			The Christianity that took God years to purify in the fires of persecution is being corrupted by the leaven (false doctrine) of the Pharisees, and it is spreading throughout the whole country as more and more people have access to the TV screens. Duped by the misconception that England and America are Christian role models, they do their best to copy everything they see. Hardly ever do they wear their African traditional dress, but can be seen in suits and ties – even 3-piece suits – in their extreme temperatures. Instead of African drums and beautiful songs sung acapella, they play western instruments and screech songs into microphones at distorted high volumes through their loud speaking equipment.   

			Corruption sets in

			Great Britain has dramatically changed beyond all recognition over these past 50 years.  It is quite unbelievable that a tiny island such as ours could rule half the world, but that was the case. We had become a big tree who were very proud of our achievements and little by little forgot to give God the glory. But in 1951, the year prior to Elizabeth being crowned, the Law which outlawed witchcraft was repealed, and it became legal to practice witchcraft in this country. Since that date it is evident that God has given us British people over to our reprobate minds. 

			It was the British people who ventured overseas to take the gospel to many countries, Africa, India, to name two,  but we are gradually losing social and religious freedom in our own country.  Our state schools are no longer free to teach Christianity as the true faith, we must teach our children to understand all religions, even if it means taking part in Eid and Halloween. It is becoming increasingly difficult to conduct Christian services in prisons where we can freely preach about Jesus Christ. We have to be very careful with our words and are only permitted to answer questions, not preach what we believe. But then, this is not surprising as the prison doors have been opened to priests who want to conduct black masses and practice witchcraft. Even in hospitals and Old People's Homes the tongues of the staff have been tied and they are not allowed to talk with, or pray with, their patients unless specifically requested to do so. People have been sacked for breaching this constraint, and some for even distributing leaflets.

			Founded on miracles

			Sharon, the church I attended for many years as a young Christian, was founded on miracles and supernatural acts of God. The two founders, Pastor William Barratt and Pastor Arthur Williams, were transported by God into a spiritual realm they had not been educated in. God revealed himself to them and they just watched things develop in their lives which neither of them could explain.  They preached what they knew, that Jesus Christ saved sinners such as themselves; and practised what they read in the pages of the Bible by praying for the sick and demon possessed. When the very first miracle took place – a woman for years had been bent completely double with arthritis who, after prayer, stood up straight – nothing could hold them down. They hired a massive tent and held 'Divine Healing Crusades' on bomb sites and any spare ground they could find, and God honoured their faith by following up their preaching with mighty miracles and healing.

			For years on end we held annual crusades at the church when we would advertise extensively for the sick to come for healing. Coach loads of people would turn up and we would witness dramatic sights as people were touched by God. Many travelled from other countries, a famous cricketer even came from India to be healed. I was at that time the church organist so each week I would look out at a sea of different faces from my advantageous position on the church platform.

			Out of control

			Pastor Williams told of a strange experience he had when working in the army bakery for a short period of time. Somehow or other the ingredients measurements had got mixed up and too much yeast had been put into the bread making mixture. During the time they allowed for the dough to rise, the mixture got completely out of control and was spreading everywhere. The bakers didn't know what to do as the dough acted as though it was alive and kept swelling and growing out of the ovens. There was a dramatic panic in the bakery!

			So it was with the church. People kept flocking, but they came for the miracles, not necessarily for God. People wanted excitement, not sacrifice or commitment. I was carried along myself for quite a while, riding on the back of the church's reputation. The church gospel group which I had become a member of was set for doing great things. We believed that if we could become famous, land a record deal, and get noticed by the big guys in television, we could influence the country, perhaps the world, for God. 

			We worked hard to become competent musicians, practising for long hours. We wrote songs, staged concerts, and recorded a number of albums. In church circles we managed to earn quite a reputation and were kept very busy providing musical interludes in church services and conferences. We even introduced drama – in the 1970's – and staged whatever  we did well.  

			I remember vividly one concert we put on. During the first part I dressed in a tight black tee-shirt with trousers to match, and the guys wore black vests and trousers. After the interval we all changed – white vests and trousers for the guys and tight white tee-shirt and trousers for me. We thought we looked great – so did the youth in the audience. 

			As God would have it, a pastor visiting our church from America was watching, a man whom we had come to esteem very highly. Expecting to hear his compliments after the concert, he happened to make a comment to Maurice and myself that deflated our bubble in seconds. He simply said that what we sang and ministered was very good, but our appearance didn't glorify God. I must say we were quite miffed and defended ourselves by telling each other that he was behind the times, and too old to appreciate our performance. But we never did it again as inside we felt quite ashamed and knew that he was right.

			No more excitement

			Some years down the line God made it clear to Pastor Barratt that he wanted him to take the church aside for a time, away from all the visitors and excitement seekers, and to teach them the lifestyle of a disciple from the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5, 6 & 7. The tree had become too big and God wanted to sift out all the 'hangers on' who were hiding in the foliage. I had been under this ministry as a member of the church for a good few years, but this teaching was brand new! The church was purged and many people left because the tone and atmosphere had become 'too serious'. But others who wanted a deeper walk with God were added. I know one thing – my life completely changed.

			Good intentions

			Maurice and I had used recording studios to make our albums for a number of years, but decided it was time to set up in business ourselves. Singing Christian songs and trying to get God's spirit onto tape is quite difficult when worldly men are doing the studio engineering. We knew the difficulties, and realised that other Christian artistes would come across the same problems. Because of this we decided that we would build our own recording studio and make it available for other artistes as well as ourselves. In our hearts we wanted to do this as a ministry for the body of Christ. 

			We wanted our prices to be lower than that of commercial studios to make it affordable for Christians, so we put together a package that was a really good deal. We arranged the songs, provided musicians and backing vocals, recorded the songs, mastered the album, then sent them away for pressing. We also did the art work and designed the record sleeves which we also sent off for printing. This worked really well for a few years and we made quite a number of albums for different people, but we found after a time that our focus had changed.  

			In the beginning we had wanted to help anyone who we felt had a real ministry rather than a big ego, but because we had to buy lots of equipment to have better facilities, we needed lots of work, which meant that we would record anyone who came to us, whether they had a good voice or not – we would do anything we could to make them sound better! One of our phrases during this period of time for anyone who didn’t sound quite right was 'flange it', and believe me a 'flanger' could make even our cat sound sweet! 

			In the spot light

			But we had changed, and not for the better, our focus had now become financial. We wanted to make money and run a business. We didn't say it out loud, and would always defend whatever we were doing by stating categorically that we were running a ministry, but our actions didn't match our words. It was during this period of our lives that the Pastor of the church began to preach from the Sermon on the Mount, and God started to shine his spot light down on us.  

			God was really anointing these sermons and every Sunday morning after hearing the message the sword of the spirit would drive home another shocking revelation of how we had deceived ourselves with our hidden agendas. It's quite unbelievable how hypocrisy (leaven) can creep into your life without you even noticing it. Gods' search light hurt very much. I didn't enjoy the services any longer as they became too searching, too painful, and yet I couldn't keep away. It was almost as though I was enjoying the pain the messages brought on. But things had to change. You can't sit under ministry like that and remain the same, so Maurice and I had to come to some decisions. God faced us with whether we wanted a ministry or a business. 

			In cold blood the answer was easy – of course we wanted a ministry. But then he told us to sell the business, and that was a different story. Nevertheless, we did it, and now regard that episode in our lives as another experience from life under our belts.

			Right symbolism

			Another thing which altered was the Holy Communion. At one time in the church we used little individual glasses for the wine, but because we wanted to get back to the way the early church did it, we decided to drink out of one communal cup. 

			As a church we really made an effort, but it's such a shame that we overlook fundamental truths which are laid down for us. We drank from the one cup, but we drank blackcurrant juice instead of grape juice – Jesus was depicted in the Bible as being the vine, and his disciples the branches. We even went as far as using a loaf instead of cutting up the bread into little squares so that we could break it together and share it. But even this was full of leaven – and Jesus earnestly told his disciples to beware of the leaven of the Pharisees as it symbolised wrong doctrine and hypocrisy.  

			Goes through whole lump

			There is the problem. Leaven does not only symbolise hypocrisy, it is also wrong doctrine – wrong lifestyle which  causes so many other offences in the body of Christ. Paul wrote a letter to the church at Corinth which strongly reprimanded the immoral behaviour being practised by its members:

			 It is reported commonly that there is fornication among you, and such fornication as is not so much as named among the Gentiles, that one should have his father's wife. And you are puffed up, and have not rather mourned, that he that has done this deed might be taken away from among you. For I verily, as absent in body, but present in spirit, have judged already, as though I were present, concerning him that has so done this deed, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, when you are gathered together, and my spirit, with the power of our Lord Jesus Christ, to deliver such a one unto Satan for the destruction of the flesh, that the spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus. Your glorying is not good. Don't you know that a little leaven leavens the whole lump? Purge out therefore the old leaven, that you may be a new lump, as you are unleavened. For even Christ our Passover is sacrificed for us: therefore let us keep the feast, not with old leaven, neither with the leaven of malice and wickedness; but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth.

			I Corinthians 5:1-8

			The bible makes it very clear that fornication is wrong. Even though we are in the dispensation of 'grace' and not  under the law, there are certain stipulations laid down by the apostles as to how we should behave. We are living in Babylon (the world) but we have to come out from among them and not participate of their sins:

			But that we write unto them, that they abstain from pollutions of idols, and from fornication, and from things strangled, and from blood.

			Acts 15:20

			That you abstain from meats offered to idols, and from blood, and from things strangled, and from fornication: from which if you keep yourselves, you shall do well. 

			Acts 15:29

			Being filled with all unrighteousness, fornication, wickedness, covetousness, maliciousness; full of envy, murder, debate, deceit, malignity; whisperers.

			Romans 1:29

			Now the body is not for fornication, but for the Lord; and the Lord for the body.

			1 Corinthians 6:13

			Flee fornication. Every sin that a man does is outside the body; but he that commits fornication sins against his own body.

			1 Corinthians 6:18

			Nevertheless, to avoid fornication, let every man have his own wife, and let every woman have her own husband.

			1 Corinthians 7:2

			 

			Neither let us commit fornication, as some of them committed, and fell in one day twenty three thousand.

			1 Corinthians 10:8

			But fornication, and all uncleanness, or covetousness, let it not be once named among you, as becomes saints.

			Ephesians 5:3

			Mortify therefore your members which are upon the earth; fornication, uncleanness, inordinate affection, evil concupiscence, and covetousness, which is idolatry.

			Colossians 3:5

			For this is the will of God, even your sanctification, that you should abstain from fornication.

			1 Thessalonians 4:3

			On my travels I have come across different forms of sexual perversion in various 'born again' denominations, sadly even amongst those in the ministry. Adultery and fornication is practised on such a scale by those who call themselves Christian which is hardly any different to the world. In fact, the statistics now show that the divorce rate amongst Christians has actually superseded that of the world, and the highest percentage is amongst those in the ministry! Perhaps this is due to the fact that Christians still practice marriage, but it proves that their consciences have been seared as Paul warned when he wrote to Timothy! Surely this particular leaven, quite apart from anything else, has thoroughly corrupted our churches.

			The world is laughing at the church. In many television series vicars and priests are depicted as weak homosexuals who either drink too heavily or sup little cups of tea with 'old dears'. Indeed, homosexuality has advanced all too rapidly in our circles, so much so that it has become acceptable and the government and church alike have sanctioned homosexual weddings in churches. But know this: 

			... no whoremonger, nor unclean person, nor covetous man, who is an idolater, has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God.

			Ephesians 5:5

			Leaven of malice

			Malice is one of the major culprits for division in churches. The early apostles knew the danger of this particular character trait and considered it something to be avoided at all costs for it would spread through the church like wild fire. Malice is behaviour that is intended to harm people or their reputations, or cause them embarrassment and hurt. Gossip, evil speaking and backbiting all come under this heading and I'm absolutely convinced every single one of us have either caused this particular offense or administered it at some time. But this, together with all the other filth in our lifestyle, must be purged out of our lives, and churches, if we are to be the holy, peculiar people God is looking for. 

			Jesus gave his disciples just one commandment that we would love one another in the same way that he loved us. Unlike the Pharisees who preached but didn't practice what they preached, Jesus was our perfect example and showed us how to love. He had more cause than any to hate, but he chose to forgive and love even his enemies.

			Therefore let us keep the feast, not with old leaven, neither with the leaven of malice and wickedness; but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth.

			1 Corinthians 5:8

			Let all bitterness, and wrath, and anger, and clamour, and evil speaking, be put away from you, with all malice.

			Ephesians 4:31

			But now you also put off all these; anger, wrath, malice, blasphemy, filthy communication out of your mouth.

			Colossians 3:8

			For we ourselves also were sometimes foolish, disobedient, deceived, serving divers lusts and pleasures, living in malice and envy, hateful, and hating one another.

			Titus 3:3

			Wherefore laying aside all malice, and all guile, and hypocrisies, and envies, and all evil speaking...

			1 Peter 2:1

			Unless we rid ourselves of these hindrances to holiness we will never go on to perfection as Paul encouraged us to do. We will forever remain like spoilt children, useless for anything worthwhile. God will never be able to use us to profit his kingdom. 

			Unleavened bread

			We have to work on becoming clean, pure, unleavened, and we can do all things through Christ who strengthens us. Paul spoke of keeping the feast with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth:

			Therefore let us keep the feast, not with old leaven, neither with the leaven of malice and wickedness; but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth.

			1 Corinthians 5:8

			You cannot get sweet water and bitter water from the same fountain, neither can you get apples and pears growing on the same tree (unless they have been genetically modified, of course). We may be able to fool people who just see us for a few hours on a weekly basis, but you will not kid your family or God. Those closest to you will be able to read you like a book. Certain things just don't mix. You cannot have truth and covetousness, neither can you mix truth with pride.

			Timothy says that in the last days things will get worse. He wasn't talking of the behaviour of the world, for this has always been wicked. He was talking of those who would call themselves Christians. 

			This know also, that in the last days perilous times shall come. For men shall be lovers of their own selves, covetous, boasters, proud, blasphemers, disobedient to parents, unthankful, unholy, without natural affection, truce-breakers, false accusers, incontinent, fierce, despisers of those that are good, traitors, heady, high-minded, lovers of pleasures more than lovers of God; having a form of godliness, but denying the power thereof: from such turn away. For of this sort are they which creep into houses, and lead captive silly women laden with sins, led away with divers lusts, ever learning, and never able to come to the knowledge of the truth.

			2 Timothy 3:1-7

			He makes very clear the doctrine, which in actual fact is his lifestyle – purpose, faith, longsuffering, charity,  patience, persecution, afflictions; but says that the Lord was gracious and delivered him out of them all.

			But these evil men were not prepared to pay any price to inherit the kingdom of God, they wanted their pleasures in this life and were willing to get what they wanted by any means. They were not only deceiving others, they were also deceived. Timothy tells us to turn always from those who behave in such a manner, for their conduct will eventually corrupt us if we keep company with them. It will act like leaven, it will permeate through the whole lump.

			Weak and sickly

			We have to change from the point where God puts his finger on something which has become leavened in our lives. It doesn't matter what it is, and there will be plenty of areas where change is necessary. If we can't even get the symbols right for communion, then is it any wonder that so many errors and false teachings have come into the church? The church has become weak and sickly just as it was foretold it would be, because we are not rightly discerning what we are doing even when we share Communion together. 

			For he that eats and drinks unworthily, eats and drinks damnation to himself, not discerning the Lord's body. For this cause many are weak and sickly among you, and many sleep.

			1 Corinthians 11:29-30

			I was really convicted during one Breaking of Bread service and God reminded me of the blasphemies that those in the occult practice. One of the strongest blasphemies for them is going into churches and taking part in the Holy Communion, knowing that they serve Satan. They do this to spit in God's face and make a mockery of this sacred covenant meal. God showed me clearly that to participate knowing that the symbols used were totally wrong was to accept false doctrine and hypocrisy into my life. I promised God that I would never do it again.

			It is much easier to go along with what everyone else is doing for a quiet life, we think we can just blend in and find acceptance with the crowd. So long as we don't disturb the nest everything will be fine. It’s good to be accepted, it's good to be popular, but in the kingdom popularity is a very dangerous thing, and success is even worse – it's a killer breeding pride, ambition, love of money, and seeks the praise of men. The bane of the modern church is to seek fame and success. This is leaven.

			The vine was never meant to be a big tree, it was meant to bear much fruit. It is a very sad reality that the birds of the air lodge under the shadow of the big trees, they provide a perfect cover for their deception.

		

	
		
			The Treasure

			Chapter 9

			In the last few parables we have seen the destructive, corrupting work the devil has done to the pure word of the kingdom. Jesus' words were prophetic when spoken, but we can clearly see the history of the church in them. 

			The radical, confrontational word of discipleship which Jesus preached very quickly became watered down, compromised, and corrupted after the death of the early apostles. Christians, instead of being a persecuted minority standing against the world, now began to embrace it and became the official religion of the Roman Empire. But this 'Christianity' bore no resemblance to what Jesus taught, it was not the gospel of the kingdom. This in fact was the end result of the parable of the leaven – mixture, compromise, corruption.

			The plan

			This pattern of decline repeats itself in every church, in every move of God, and in every person's individual life. There is a natural tendency towards compromise and corruption, no matter how well we begin. But the devil's plan is only part of the picture, God also has a plan, and God is in complete control. When he allows Satan to do anything, it is always because it suits his own purposes. Satan seeks to corrupt, to create compromise, and mixture; but God seeks to purify and separate. 

			... that he might redeem us from all iniquity, and purify unto himself a peculiar people. 

			Titus 2:14 

			Which interpretation?

			The next 3 parables show how God progressively separates and purifies his people, in 3 different ways: redemption, suffering, and judgement.

			Again, the kingdom of heaven is like unto treasure hid in a field; the which when a man has found, he hides, and for joy thereof goes and sells all that he has, and buys that field. 

			Matthew 13:44

			A single verse, but full of meaning once we have the key, and that comes from asking questions.

			Who is the man? Who is the treasure? The most common interpretation is that we are the man, and the treasure is Jesus (or the kingdom) and perhaps we are drawn to this interpretation because Jesus instructed the rich young ruler to sell all you have when he asked what was lacking from his life to make him perfect. But this interpretation doesn't make sense. Actually, we do not find Jesus, he finds and chooses us. And what can we sell to enter the kingdom or obtain Jesus? It's the free gift of God – grace! As it is actually the field, not the treasure, which is bought, and the field generally means the world, how can we buy the world – or anything else for that matter – to obtain the kingdom? And supposing the treasure is Jesus, why would we hide him when we have found him? It just doesn't make sense.

			So, what if it's the other way around? What if the man is Jesus? Then it would be Jesus who buys the field, and as the field seems to symbolise the world in the other parables, that would mean Jesus buys the world. Did Jesus do that? 

			The Redeemer

			And Jesus said, For judgement I am come into this world, that they which see not might see; and that they which see might be made blind. And some of the Pharisees which were with him heard these words, and said unto him, Are we blind also? Jesus said unto them, If you were blind, you should have no sin: but now you say, We see; therefore your sin remains.

			John 9:39-41

			 Jesus came to blind those who see and give sight to those who are blind. Here we see a great reversal. When people sin they become blind. For non-Christians the god of this world (Satan) has blinded their eyes, but a Christian is never blinded by the devil. When a Christian sins God takes light away – that is, he takes away revelation – and their foolish hearts become darkness. Without the revelation of truth, we cannot help but fall into deception. Sin – hypocrisy, pride, self-righteousness – is what causes darkness. Jesus never came to this world on his own initiative.  Paul emphasised that Jesus had come to do the will of God:

			Lo, I come (in the volume of the book it is written of me), to do your will, O God. … Then said he, Lo, I come to do your will, O God.

			Hebrews 10:7  

			Salvation was never the plan of Jesus, it was always in the mind and heart of God, the creator of heaven and earth:

			For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believes in him should not perish, but have everlasting life. For God sent not his Son into the world to condemn the world; but that the world through him might be saved.

			John 3:16-17

			Remember your congregation, which you have purchased of old; the rod of your inheritance, which you have redeemed; this mount Zion, wherein you have dwelt.

			Psalm 74:2

			And they remembered that God was their rock, and the high God their redeemer.

			Psalms 78:35

			As for our redeemer, the LORD of hosts is his name, the Holy One of Israel.

			Isaiah 47:4

			It is interesting to note that God was always known as 'the redeemer' to the Jews of the Old Testament. Indeed, the only times the word 'redeemer' is mentioned in the bible is in the Old Testament! God bought the field, and the high price that he paid for the field was the life of his one and only son. He bought the whole field (the world) because he had found a treasure which was hidden in it. 

			God's treasure

			What is a treasure to God? God doesn't value gold, silver, or material things, so what could God possibly want so badly that he would give all he had to obtain it?

			Now therefore, if you will obey my voice indeed, and keep my covenant, then you shall be a peculiar treasure unto me above all people: for all the earth is mine: And you shall be unto me a kingdom of priests, and a holy nation.

			Exodus 19:5-6

			For the LORD has chosen Jacob unto himself, and Israel for his peculiar treasure.

			Psalm 135:4

			But you are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a peculiar people; that you should show forth the praises of him who has called you out of darkness into his marvellous light: which in time past were not a people, but are now the people of God: which had not obtained mercy, but now have obtained mercy.

			1 Peter 2:9

			The treasure which cost God everything he had to obtain were those who would obey his voice and keep his commandments. Not because they had a task master over them as when they were slaves in Egypt, but because they loved their God, and they loved and revered his law. These were his peculiar people, and these will be the Bride of Christ – only the best for God's precious son! 

			Hidden within them is what Jesus saw in his future: a new, glorified, immortal, resurrected people, manifesting God's character, obeying and loving him, ruling the world under the kingship of Jesus. And to that extent we, the treasure, are still 'hidden in the field'. 

			We should value the fact that we are very precious to God. The kingdom, and the manifestation of the resurrected sons of God, remains a mystery to the world.  At the moment we are rough diamonds being polished. 

			Now are we the sons of God, it does not yet appear what we shall be: but we know that, when he shall appear, we shall be like him!

			1 John 3:2 

			One day, when Jesus comes to set up the kingdom on earth, the treasure will be manifested – and all creation is waiting for that day: 

			...the earnest expectation of the creature (creation) waits for the manifestation of the sons of God.

			Romans 8:19

			Why was it so imperative that the disciples understood this? It was because the kingdom of God, and our being a part of it, is like a treasure. It is not for the eyes of the world, those who are greedy for gain and eternal life, but have no love for their Lord. Jesus was so afraid that evil intentioned people would be saved that he shrouded his messages in parables and allowed the Holy Ghost to reveal their true meanings to hearts yearning for truth.

			God’s plan

			So redemption is the beginning of God's plan to separate his people. But in order for us to become the treasure and fulfil God's plan, several things have to happen. Firstly we must accept and respond to the call of Jesus. God didn't find satisfaction with repeated animal sacrifice, so Jesus actually came to sacrifice his own body by dying on the cross, once and for all, so that sin could be taken away for ever. 

			For it is not possible that the blood of bulls and of goats should take away sins. Wherefore when he comes into the world, he said, Sacrifice and offering you did not want, but a body have you prepared me: in burnt offerings and sacrifices for sin you have had no pleasure.

			Then said I, Lo, I come (in the volume of the book it is written of me), to do your will, O God. Above when he said, Sacrifice and offering and burnt offerings and offering for sin you did not want, neither had pleasure in them; which are offered by the law; then said he, Lo, I come to do your will, O God. He takes away the first, that he may establish the second. By the which will we are sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all. And every priest stands daily ministering and offering often the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins: but this man, after he had offered one sacrifice for sins for ever, sat down on the right hand of God.

			Hebrews 10:4-12

			For those who do not believe or accept, the price has been paid, but in vain. The terrible, tragic fact is that people will be damned to the lake of fire when the price has been fully paid to forgive them and redeem them to God.

			Then we must respond to the call to discipleship, the call to be separate. It is one thing to be 'bought with a price', but if we don't realise it and act like it, if we don't submit to Jesus as our lord, then again it is in vain. Paul makes it clear that although we are children of God, an inheritance in the kingdom is for those who are prepared to submit to Jesus in all things, and for those who are willing to suffer with him in order to reign with him.

			 Speak to me O Lord

			Some years ago I attended a church prayer meeting. The congregation sang a song together with fervour: "Speak O Lord, speak to me, speak and I’ll be quick to answer Thee". Then God showed me a vision:

			In the vision, whilst praying in the congregation, I heard an earth shattering, thundering voice call to the people, telling them to come outside. It was so real that I opened my eyes to see if anyone else had heard the voice, but they had their eyes shut and their heads bowed and nobody made a move. I closed my eyes and again heard the voice. I knew now that God was talking and the voice was so strong and powerful that I was afraid to disobey so, I got out of my seat (in my vision) and left the building.  

			Once outside the church doors I looked around and was surprised to note that nobody else had left their seats. The other people in the congregation (still in the vision) remained seated in their comfortable seats and carried on singing and praying. I wondered what was going on and asked the Lord if this was really necessary. The thundering voice told me to walk without any explanation, and again I felt afraid to disobey so I walked.

			Up the mountain

			I walked for a while and came to the edge of the town, the pavement had ceased and I had to walk across fields, but still I had the compelling feeling that I had to continue walking. I came to the foot of a mountain and expected God to tell me why he had called me from the church. I asked the Lord again if this was really necessary, but there was no voice, God didn't answer this time, I just had the compulsion to continue, and the fear to disobey, so I began my journey up the mountain.

			It was beginning to get dusky. I looked at my watch and noticed that it was time for the people to be coming out of church now so I looked back to where I had come from. As I was part way up the mountain I could look down and see the people leaving the church, chatting to each other and making their way to their individual homes. I thought about my own home and would have loved to be doing the same.  I was completely alone and would have loved the company of some of the other saints from the church. Again I asked if this was really necessary, but the Lord called me on. 

			I was getting quite cold now and as I began to climb higher I looked down and saw the church members sitting in their nice warm houses by their fires, drinking hot beverages and eating supper. My stomach began to growl as it felt deprived of the comforts it was used to, but still I was pushed on to continue my journey.

			I climbed higher and higher until the grass no longer grew and I had to walk on rough rocks. I hadn't been prepared for this climb so the flimsy shoes I was wearing began to fall apart. It wasn't long before they had broken off completely and I was forced to walk without them.  Darkness fell, I had no torch, and couldn't see clearly. I was cold, hungry, lonely, and very tired.  I looked down below and could see the lights on in the houses. I watched as people began to take off their dressing gowns and slippers and slip between the fresh, clean sheets of their comfortable beds, in their nice warm houses, and longed to be down there with them doing the same. I asked the Lord again if this was really necessary, but I had already heard God's voice and was afraid to disobey, so I wearily carried on my way.

			Is this really necessary?

			It seemed like the journey took forever but at last I reached the top of the mountain. In the darkness I saw the outline of an altar - a stone slab erected on some stones. My heart began to pound. Instinctively I knew what was expected of me and shrank away in terror. As I was crouching on the ground afraid to move, I heard the song I had sung in the church that evening ring out in my ears ... "Speak O Lord, speak to me, speak and I'll be quick to answer Thee" ... I was faced with the starkness of my own words, is that all it was – words – or did I really mean what I sang? 

			At last I edged my way towards the altar and with tears in my eyes lay down upon it. Nothing happened. I looked around the base of the altar and saw a knife and then the awful realisation that God expected me to kill myself, hit me. "Oh God," I cried from the depth of my soul. "Is this really necessary?" The voice didn't thunder out a command like I had heard in the church, but though it was soft and gentle it still carried the same weight, and I feared to disobey.  My spirit was willing but my flesh kicked and screamed.  With all my heart I wanted to serve God but my physical body rejected the very thought of pain. I cried out to God for help and then plunged the knife into me.

			It was then that I seemed to look from outside my body at what was happening. As the knife killed my flesh, so it released my spirit. My body lay prostrate on the altar, but my spirit rose as light as a feather. I watched as my spirit began to skip and dance upon the mountain top. It wasn't affected by the cold, nor did it feel hunger, these feelings could only be experienced in the flesh. But once the flesh had been put to death my spirit was free to serve God with complete abandonment. 

			I tripped down the mountain back to my home but had been transformed. I lived my life amidst others, but I was totally different from them, with a brand new focus. I realised why the journey had been necessary. I had to crucify the flesh in order to live to God.

			Peculiar to the world

			God's whole plan was to buy the treasure in the field. Not everyone who calls themselves Christians are his special treasure. He wants to purify for himself a peculiar people, men and women who are completely different from the norm. Being different is not always pleasant. The Bible tells us in Romans 12 that we are not to be conformed to this world, but that we are to be transformed by the renewing of our minds... We are to look at things through God's eyes, and with God's perspective, not as the majority of people do.

			Christmas was always a difficult period to get through when I worked in the world. The office Christmas Party was the highlight of the year for them, but always fearfully dreaded by myself. At these functions the staff blamed the free alcohol which flowed in abundance for their immorality and adulterous affairs. They knew I was 'tea-total' yet would try their best to lace my drinks so that my morals would also be loosened. I had to run from some firms like Joseph did from Potiphars' wife. From two other firms I was neatly fired after the Christmas Festivities for refusing the advances of my married bosses. They said "I hadn't acted as they had predicted – I was a very unusual girl!"

			Peculiar in the church

			I can understand problems in the world – that is to be expected when you are a Christian. But it is really hard to be different from the norm in Church where you are also expected to fit into the pigeon hole. 

			I joined my church Music Group when I was 16 years old. I had always felt a sense of destiny and knew that I wanted to serve God. There were five guys in the group besides myself and we were all members of the church. We worked hard at our skills and talents and put a lot of effort into becoming proficient on our instruments. We bought good equipment. God spoke to us prophetically saying that there was work for us to do, and that he would use us after he had worked on us. We prayed regularly together and initially had a single vision, to minister to the Lord by singing Christian songs we had written ourselves in church services or in concerts. But then some members wanted to go round the pubs and clubs saying that we could sing some worldly songs but also slip some of our Christian songs into the programme 'as a witness'. 

			This didn't gel with either Maurice or myself – U2 is a good example of how Christians end up when they try this approach! In frustration the group began to split up, some members wanted to diversify, others got married and settled down with their partners in distant towns, or got involved in other ministries. But Maurice and I both believed what God had said when he had spoken prophetically to us.

			Reading for yourself

			It was when I came out from under the 'silage heap' that the most dramatic transformation took place in my life. For years I had been under wonderful teaching, the best I could have had, from a man who not only spoke about godliness from the pulpit, but lived it. But there always comes a 'coming of age' period if we live for any length of time. Children have to grow up and take on responsibility – Paul spoke of this in 1 Corinthians 13 when he said he had to put away childish things and become a man. Well, I believe that this should happen to Christians also. There must come a day when we come away from being taught and start to put our knowledge into practice. Surely, that must be the whole purpose of any form of education – to enable us to go out there and do the job!

			Well, God arranged circumstances for me to leave my church. The reasons for leaving are not important, God sometimes does what he hates to achieve what he loves, and in my particular circumstance he was trying to do a work in me. I no longer had to read the bible so that I could pass on information to a study group, or pray to be prepared for a meeting at which I would be singing or speaking. No, the only reason to read or pray now was to have a relationship with God, for myself! And myself only! There was nobody to instruct me on how to interpret what I read so I just read what was written and began to get my own thoughts, and allowed the Holy Spirit to be my guide. 

			I was quite alarmed at what I had taken on board just because it had been preached from the pulpit. Without checking the scriptures, or even realising it, I had believed things which were taken completely out of context, and in some cases were not even written in the bible. Things had been handed down by the denomination I was affiliated to, even if they hadn't necessarily been preached, it was just taken for granted that this was how things had happened or were done. My eyes were opened, light seemed to flood in as God gave me revelation, and things looked very different when I just read for myself. 

			Standing before God

			We get so afraid of people who say they want to be alone with God as though they are embarking on something very dangerous. But the bible states the opposite 

			But the anointing which you have received of him abides in you, and you need not that any man teach you: but as the same anointing teaches you of all things, and is truth, and is no lie, and even as it has taught you, you shall abide in him.

			1 John 2:27

			Of course, the qualification for this scripture applying is that we abide in Christ, that is essential if we are to be taught by the Holy Ghost. But this should not make us afraid of listening to him, and him alone for our instruction. After all, if we are going stand before God to give an account for everything we have ever done and said, then let it be for our own convictions, and not the thoughts or actions which others have led us into. Why be just 'one of the crowd'? Isn't that exactly what God is trying to prevent when he tells us to come out from among them, and be separate? He is trying to prepare for himself a people who can stand alone, and stand out – a peculiar people?

		

	
		
			The Pearl

			Chapter 10

			Again, the kingdom of heaven is like unto a merchant man, seeking goodly pearls: who, when he had found one pearl of great price, went and sold all that he had, and bought it.

			Matthew 13:45-46

			We have seen Satan's plan to corrupt and compromise the pure gospel of the kingdom which Jesus preached, and we have seen the beginning of God's plan, which is to do the opposite of what Satan has done – to purify and separate his people. God does this in 3 ways: firstly through redemption, secondly through suffering, and finally through judgement.

			Big problem

			The entrance into the New Jerusalem is through 12 pearls. There is no way to get into the kingdom other than through those pearly gates. This gives us a big problem. When we hear the message of salvation – Jesus paying the price so that we can be redeemed, taken from the clutches of Satan to miraculously becoming children of God – we feel safe, secure, and protected. 

			The children of Israel must have felt exactly the same when God delivered them out of Egypt and killed all their enemies so that there was nobody left to pursue them. They were provided for in every way – food, water, and their clothes and shoes never wore out. Yes, they must have felt that they were very special, privileged people. But only two of them got into the promised land! Out of  the millions God saved and delivered, only two inherited the promise! In Hebrews we are reminded over and over again that we are to take a good look at those early Israelites noting their behaviour, as they are examples for each and every one of us today.

			Apart from Jesus' instruction not to cast your pearls before swine (Matthew 7:6), and Paul's admonition to women not to adorn themselves with braided hair, or gold, or pearls, or costly array (1 Timothy 2:9), the only other mention of pearls in the New Testament is in Revelation; once to describe the attire of the harlot, Babylon, and once in the description of the gates of New Jerusalem. New Jerusalem is the bride of the Lamb, and the harlot Babylon is the counterfeit of that bride. This gives us a clue as to the significance of the pearl.

			A pearl is very beautiful, but not ostentatious like gold or sparkling diamonds. It is subtle and delicate, and formed in a way very unlike precious metals or stones, which are put under extreme heat to purify them.

			An oyster, which is unclean according to the law God gave to Moses, is a soft-bodied mollusc, and its tightly shut shell protects it from harm. Occasionally, however, a grain of sand or grit will get inside the shell. The soft flesh of the oyster is irritated by the sharpness of the grit, and to ease its suffering, the oyster secretes a substance which forms a smooth coating around the grit, covering the sharp edges. This is a pearl. The longer the pearl has suffered the irritation of the grit, and the more substance it has secreted to lesson the irritation, the bigger the pearl. The greater the suffering, the more beautiful the pearl. The delicate beauty of the pearl only comes through suffering. A creature which the bible states is 'unclean' produces this beautiful pearl which is a decoration Christ is looking for on his bride.

			Gaining pearls

			A pearl is the wisdom and insight we gain through our suffering. A pearl must not be thrown away to the swine. The merchant man in the parable sold all that he had to obtain this pearl, because the pearl was the entrance to the kingdom – and that will cost everything we have. Jesus announced that we are blessed if we are persecuted for his name. He made it quite plain, and Paul agreed, that: 

			...in this world you shall have tribulation. 

			John 16:33 

			...all who live godly in Christ Jesus will suffer persecution. 

			2 Timothy 3:12 

			...the fellowship of (Christ’s) suffering.

			Philippians 3:10 

			The reality of suffering, and even the call to suffer, is found right through the New Testament. Peter says: 

			Forasmuch then as Christ has suffered for us in the flesh, arm yourselves likewise with the same mind. 

			1 Peter 4:1 

			But more than this, suffering for Christ is a condition for entering the kingdom, suggesting that there is no other way to enter it. 

			If we suffer, we shall also reign with him.  

			2 Timothy 2:12

			... we must through much tribulation enter the kingdom.  

			Acts 14:22 

			The suffering church

			Right up to the present day, persecution and suffering continues in the church. From China to Mexico, from Pakistan to Cambodia, Christians are harassed, imprisoned, tortured, and killed for their faith. Every 3 minutes a Christian somewhere in the world dies for their faith. And the suffering will not stop – indeed it will increase worldwide as the day of antichrist draws near and will only cease when Christ returns for his pure, holy bride. Lest we should attribute all this suffering to Satan's attacks, let us remember that we are looking at a parable about God's plan to purify his people, not Satan's plan to destroy God's people! 

			Furnace of affliction

			Satan's preferred method of attack is not persecution, it is subtle corruption and compromise from within. That 'sweet poison' is far more effective. Persecution may look like the devil's work, but it is actually God's work. God may be using Satan to do it, but the results do not please Satan at all. Persecution always makes the church grow. It purifies the church from mixture and compromise, and produces the beauty of holiness in those who suffer.

			The furnace of affliction tempers the saints and produces a quality in them like no other. The astonishing thing is that Christians come out of the hardships, abuse, and physical and mental suffering not bitter, not hard, but filled with love, joy, peace, and grace. There is a delicate, precious beauty that shines from such saints, the true 'fragrance of Christ'.

			Giving up your life

			It is one thing to be persecuted for the name of Christ, but is quite another thing to offer ourselves as a living sacrifice. Over persecution we have no control, but it is in our hands entirely whether we give ourselves in sacrifice. Herod thought it was within his power to kill Jesus or set him free, but Jesus had already put the record straight when he assured his disciples that this was something he was doing of his own free will, it was his choice. 

			No man takes it (his life) from me, but I lay it down of myself. I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take it again.

			John 10:18 

			Paul exhorts us, 

			I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that you present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service.

			1 Corinthians 11:1 

			All that is dear to us (and nothing is more dear to us than our very lives, for man will do almost anything to survive) God is longing to receive in sacrifice. There is no other convincing way to prove our love for God other than to give our all to him. It is easy to love God, he gave his all for us 2,000 years ago, but there comes a time in each Christians' life when God requires proof of our talk.

			Giving up possessions

			When approached by the rich young ruler who was asking what was required of him to receive eternal life, Jesus told him that he should observe and do the commandments. But he answered him: 

			Master, all these have I observed from my youth. Then Jesus beholding him loved him, and said unto him, One thing you lack: go your way, sell whatsoever you have, and give to the poor, and you shall have treasure in heaven: and come, take up the cross, and follow me. And he was sad at that saying, and went away grieved: for he had great possessions. And Jesus looked round about, and said unto his disciples, How hardly shall they that have riches enter into the kingdom of God! 

			Mark 10:20-23 

			For the rich young ruler eternal life was sure because he had done everything that was required to receive it. But the kingdom is different. It takes more than the norm to get into the kingdom. 

			Then Peter said, Lo, we have left all, and followed you. And he said unto them, Verily I say unto you, There is no man that has left house, or parents, or brethren, or wife, or children, for the kingdom of God's sake, who shall not receive manifold more in this present time, and in the world to come life everlasting.

			Luke 18:28-30 

			Peter had personally left a secure, comfortable life. He had a fishing business and was earning a good living. To accompany Jesus in the ministry he had to leave, not only the business, but his wife and father behind. This had been a tremendous personal sacrifice, but Jesus assured him that this would not go unnoticed, he would receive his reward. He was buying his pearls of the kingdom with the sacrifice of his comfortable lifestyle now.

			When the Holy Ghost fell on the early disciples revival broke out and people did things which were contrary to their nature. They didn't even think about it, they just responded to the God who now dwelt within them:

			And when they had prayed, the place was shaken where they were assembled together; and they were all filled with the Holy Ghost, and they spoke the word of God with boldness. And the multitude of them that believed were of one heart and of one soul: neither said any of them that any of the things which he possessed was his own; but they had all things common. 

			Acts 2:31-32 

			The excess of  what they owned was sold and given to those who lacked. 

			Rewards

			Then said Jesus unto his disciples, If any man will come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me. For whosoever will save his life shall lose it: and whosoever will lose his life for my sake shall find it. For what is a man profited, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul? Or what shall a man give in exchange for his soul? For the Son of man shall come in the glory of his Father with his angels; and then he shall reward every man according to his works. 

			Matthew 16:24-27

			There are sure rewards for those who would give themselves in sacrifice to the Lord. It blesses the heart of God when we turn our backs on worldly pleasures to show him how much we love him. To live sacrificially for the kingdom will guarantee the purchase of pearls, for there is no pain without sacrifice, so the only way we know we are giving sacrificially is if it costs us dearly … 

			If any man's work abide which he has built thereupon, he shall receive a reward.

			1 Corinthians  3:14

			Let no man beguile you of your reward.

			Colossians 2:18 

			Knowing that of the Lord you shall receive the reward of the inheritance: for you serve the Lord Christ.

			Colossians 3:24

			Cast not away therefore your confidence, which has great recompense of reward.

			Hebrews 10:35

			Esteeming the reproach of Christ greater riches than the treasures in Egypt: for he had respect unto the recompense of the reward.

			Hebrews 11:26

			Look to yourselves, that we lose not those things which we have wrought, but that we receive a full reward.

			2 John 1:8

			And the nations were angry, and your wrath is come, and the time of the dead, that they should be judged, and that you should give reward unto your servants the prophets, and to the saints, and them that fear your name, small and great.

			Revelation 11:18

			And, behold, I come quickly; and my reward is with me, to give every man according as his work shall be.

			Revelation 22:12

			And unto the angel of the church of the Laodiceans write; These things says the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the beginning of the creation of God; I know your works, that you are neither cold nor hot: I would you were cold or hot. So then because you are lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will spew you out of my mouth. Because you say, I am rich, and increased with goods, and have need of nothing; and know not that you are wretched, and miserable, and poor, and blind, and naked: I counsel you to buy of me gold tried in the fire, that you may be rich; and white raiment, that you may be clothed, and that the shame of your nakedness does not appear; and anoint your eyes with eye-salve, that you may see. As many as I love, I rebuke and chasten: be zealous therefore, and repent.

			Revelation 3:14:19

			Jesus exhorted all who would hear to: 

			Lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust corrupts, and where thieves do not break through nor steal.

			Matthew 6:2

			If Jesus told us to do this, then shouldn't we be actively doing something about it? The Israelites didn't get into the promised land because of unbelief. The only reason we will be wretched, and miserable, and poor, and blind, and naked, is because we did not believe that Jesus was talking about real, tangible things. He gave up his life because he believed that he would receive his reward one day – there was a crown and a kingdom awaiting him. Why can we not believe that if we put into practice the information we have received, the kingdom can be a reality for us also?

			Forgiveness

			But love your enemies, and do good, and lend, hoping for nothing again; and your reward shall be great. 

			Luke 6:35 

			How do we love our enemies? Well, forgiveness is where it starts. The strongest motivation for forgiveness is always our own experience of having been forgiven, and our awareness of how badly we need forgiveness for the wrongs we have done to others. It is impossible to buy a pearl unless somewhere along the line we exercise forgiveness. The things that irritate us (the grain of sand in the oyster), and everyone experiences irritation at times, will never go away by themselves, they are there to stay. However they can be cushioned by our change of attitude so that they no longer cause irritation – or in most cases anger, bitterness, and hatred.

			Forgiveness goes beyond human fairness, it is pardoning those things that can't readily be pardoned at all. It is more than excusing. When we excuse someone, we brush their mistake aside and do not punish them for it. When we forgive, we not only pardon a failing or a deliberate act of evil, we also embrace the person responsible and seek to rehabilitate and restore them. Our forgiveness may not always be accepted, yet once we have reached out our hand, we cleanse ourselves of resentment. We may remain deeply wounded, but we will not use our hurt to inflict further pain on others.

			When we revisit a negative memory in the sense of reliving another person's wrongs to us, it becomes a grudge. It doesn't matter if the cause of the grudge is real or imagined: the effect is the same. Once there, it will slowly eat away at us until it spills out and corrodes everything around us.

			Bitterness

			We all know bitter people. They have an amazing memory for the tiniest detail, and they wallow in self-pity and resentment. They catalogue every offence against them and are always ready to show others how much they have been hurt. On the outside they may appear to be calm and composed, but inside they are bursting with pent-up hatred.  

			These people defend their indignation constantly. They feel that they have been hurt too deeply and too often, and that somehow this exempts them from the need to forgive. But it is just these people who need to forgive most of all. Their hearts are sometimes so full of rancour that they no longer have the capacity to love. Bitterness is more than just a negative outlook on life. It is destructive, and also self-destructive.  

			Wilfully holding grudges against another person has a disastrous effect. It opens the door to evil and leaves us vulnerable to thoughts of spite, hatred, and even murder. It destroys our souls, and it can destroy our bodies as well. We know that stress can cause an ulcer or a migraine, but we often fail to see the relationship between bitterness and insomnia. Medical researchers have even shown a connection between unresolved anger and heart attacks; it seems that people who bottle up their resentment are far more susceptible than those who are able to defuse it by venting their emotions.

			Even if we recognise the need to forgive, we are sometimes tempted to claim that we cannot. It is simply too hard, too difficult; something for saints, maybe, but not the rest of us. We think that we have been hurt one time too many, that our side of the story has been misrepresented, or that we have not been understood.

			Chris Carrier

			This is the story of Chris Carrier who forgave a man most of us would wish dead. As a 10 year old in Miami, he was abducted and assaulted by a former employee of his father's and left to die in the Florida Everglades. He writes:

			"Friday, December 20th, 1974, was no ordinary day. It was the last day of school before the Christmas holidays, and we got out early. I stepped off the bus at 1:15 pm and began to walk home. An older-looking man who happened to be walking towards me on the side walk appeared to recognise me. Just two houses away from home, he introduced himself as a friend of my father. He told me he was hosting a party for my father and asked if I would help him with some decorations. I agreed and walked back up the street with him to the local youth centre where he had parked his motor home. Once inside the vehicle, I put down my things and made myself comfortable. 

			The Miami I knew quickly disappeared as he drove north. In an area removed from suburban traffic, he stopped on the side of the road. He claimed that he had missed a turn. He handed me a map, instructing me to look for a certain number, and went into the back of the motor home 'to get something'.

			Terrorised

			As I studied the map and waited I felt a quick sting in the shoulder, and then another. I turned around to see him standing behind me with an ice pick in his hand. Then he pulled me out of my seat and onto the floor. Kneeling over me, he stabbed me in the chest several times. I pleaded with him to stop and promised that if he would let me go, I wouldn't say anything.

			I was immeasurably relieved when he stood up. He told me that he was going to drop me off somewhere, after which he would call my father and let him know where I was. He allowed me to sit in the back of the motor home as he drove. Yet I was painfully aware that this situation was beyond my control. When I asked him why he was doing this to me, he said that my father had 'cost him a great deal of money'.

			Left to die

			After driving for another hour or so, he turned onto a dusty side road. He told me this was where my father would pick me up. We walked out together into the bushes and I sat down where he told me I should sit. The last thing I remembered was him walking away."

			Six days later Chris was found by a local deer hunter. His head was bloody and his eyes were black. He had been shot through the head. Miraculously, there was no brain damage, but he didn't remember being shot. In the months that followed, he struggled daily with the insecurity of knowing that his abductor was still at large. He also had to come to terms with the physical limitations caused by his wounds: he was now blind in one eye and could not take part in contact sports. As any teenager would, he worried about his appearance.

			Compassion

			Chris resented public mention of his survival, and remembers wondering how this 'miracle' could have left him so miserable. Amazingly, at the age of 13 he underwent a change. He began to see his nightmare differently. He realised his injuries could have been much worse – in fact, he could have died. He also recognised that he could not stay angry forever. He decided to turn his back on animosity, revenge, and self-pity forever. 

			Then, September 1996, Chris received a phone call that changed his life once again. A detective from the Coral Gables police department called to notify him that a man – David McAllister – had confessed to being his abductor. David had worked as a physical aide for an elderly uncle in Chris' family. He had been fired on account of his drinking problems. Chris visited David the following day.

			When Chris visited him he felt an overwhelming compassion for the man. David was no longer an intimidating abductor, but a frail 77 year old weighing around 60 lbs. Blinded by Glaucoma, his body ruined by alcoholism and smoking, with no family or friends, he was a man facing death with only regrets to keep him company. The friend accompanying Chris wisely asked David a few simple questions that led to him admitting the abduction, and asked, "Did you ever wish you could tell that young boy you were sorry for what you did?" David answered emphatically, "I wish I could." Chris introduced himself, David clasped his hand and cried that he was sorry. In return, Chris offered him forgiveness and friendship.

			The way to perfection

			If we choose revenge, our lives will be consumed by anger. When vengeance is served, it leaves one empty. Anger is a hard urge to satisfy and can become habitual. But forgiveness allows us to move on. Not many of us have had such a dramatic ordeal as Chris to forgive, but I can confidently say that with Christ's help we can all do the same. None of us have any excuse to bear grudges and hold unforgiveness in our hearts. Chris' trial had gained him a pearl. Let us learn from this modern day example so that we too may be able to gain our pearls. 

			For it became him …  to make the captain of their salvation perfect through suffering.

			Hebrews 2:10

			Salvation doesn't qualify us to be called the brother of Christ – but suffering does. 

			Let us go on unto perfection.

			Hebrews 6:1

			We can't get a pearl without suffering. The pearl is the kingdom. We have to sell all we have to purchase the pearl – and it will cause us suffering. 

			Be you therefore followers of God, as dear children; and walk in love, as Christ also has loved us, and has given himself for us an offering and a sacrifice to God for a sweet smelling savour. But fornication, and all uncleanness, or covetousness, let it not be once named among you, as becomes saints; neither filthiness, nor foolish talking, nor jesting, which are not convenient: but rather giving of thanks. For this you know, that no whoremonger, nor unclean person, nor covetous man, who is an idolater, has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God. Let no man deceive you with vain words: for because of these things comes the wrath of God upon the children of disobedience. Be not you therefore partakers with them.

			Ephesians 5:1-7

			It's going to take effort – all we've got – but without it we will never see the kingdom.

			Not for the faint hearted

			Be not slothful, but followers of them who through faith and patience inherit the promises.

			Hebrews  6:12

			Read this chapter through carefully, and take to heart the sentiments of Peter who learned to appreciate his trials and temptations, knowing that it was all for the purpose of perfecting him. 

			Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, to the strangers scattered throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia, elect according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, through sanctification of the Spirit, unto obedience and sprinkling of the blood of Jesus Christ:  grace unto you, and peace, be multiplied.

			Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, which according to his abundant mercy has begotten us again unto a lively hope by the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, to an inheritance incorruptible, and undefiled, and that fades not away, reserved in heaven for you, who are kept by the power of God through faith unto salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. Wherein you greatly rejoice, though now for a season, if need be, you are in heaviness through manifold temptations: that the trial of your faith, being much more precious than of gold that perishes, though it be tried with fire, might be found unto praise and honour and glory at the appearing of Jesus Christ: whom having not seen, you love; in whom, though now you see him not, yet believing, you rejoice with joy unspeakable and full of glory: receiving the end of your faith, even the salvation of your souls. Of which salvation the prophets have enquired and searched diligently, who prophesied of the grace that should come unto you: searching what, or what manner of time the Spirit of Christ which was in them did signify, when it testified beforehand the suffering of Christ, and the glory that should follow. Unto whom it was revealed, that not unto themselves, but unto us they did minister the things, which are now reported unto you by them that have preached the gospel unto you with the Holy Ghost sent down from heaven; which things the angels desire to look into. 

			Wherefore gird up the loins of your mind, be sober, and hope to the end for the grace that is to be brought unto you at the revelation of Jesus Christ; as obedient children, not fashioning yourselves according to the former lusts in your ignorance: but as he which has called you is holy, so you be holy in all manner of conversation; because it is written, You be holy; for I am holy.

			And if you call on the Father, who without respect of persons judges according to every man's work, forasmuch as you know that you were not redeemed with corruptible things, as silver and gold, from your vain conversation received by tradition from your fathers; but with the precious blood of Christ... 

			1 Peter 1-19

			There was only one statement which Jesus qualified in his example prayer in the Sermon on the Mount and that was when he was talking about forgiveness. 

			For if you forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you: but if you forgive not men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.

			Matthew 6:14-15  

			So likewise shall my heavenly Father do also unto you, if you from your hearts forgive not every one his brother their trespasses.

			Matthew 18:35

			There is no way around this problem. We can never be perfect, or perfected, if we don't exercise forgiveness.  We will stay in our sins forever if we don't forgive. This is one thing that is demanded of God, for he expects us all to follow the example of his son who suffered unimaginable things at the hands of those he had healed and blessed. Yes, perfection comes at a very high cost, and we will be tested severely to see if we come up to the mark. But God has promised:

			...I will sift the house of Israel among all nations, like as corn is sifted in a sieve, yet shall not the least grain fall upon the earth.

			Amos 9:9  

			Praise the Lord, there is not a chance that we shall fail if we belong to Christ, and abide in him at all times. All that we go through will be because everything is working together for our good.

			And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose.

			Romans 8:28  

		

	
		
			The Net

			Chapter 11

			Again, the kingdom of heaven is like unto a net, that was cast into the sea, and gathered of every kind: which, when it was full, they drew to shore, and sat down, and gathered the good into vessels, but cast the bad away. So shall it be at the end of the world: the angels shall come forth, and sever the wicked from among the just, and shall cast them into the furnace of fire: there shall be wailing and gnashing of teeth. 

			Matthew 13:47-50

			This is the conclusion to the story. The first parable, the sower, spoke of the beginnings of the gospel of the kingdom in the days of Jesus, when he first preached the word of costly discipleship. Now with the last parable we see what happens at the end. All the testing, proving, and preparation for the final kingdom that the Lord has done in our lives is now brought to judgement. It is the final way in which God separates and purifies his people – through judgement. This judgement is a judgement of Christians. It takes place when Jesus returns, immediately before he sets up his kingdom. There is a strong similarity with the parable of the tares and the wheat, where Jesus speaks of the harvest as being the end of the world (Matthew 13:40) and says: 

			The Son of man shall send forth his angels, and they shall gather out of his kingdom all things that offend, and them which do iniquity; and shall cast them into a furnace of fire; there shall be wailing and gnashing of teeth.

			Matthew 13:41-42

			The 'end of the world' means the end of this age, the end of the rule of this current system, when the kingdoms of this world … become the kingdom of our God and of his Christ (Revelation 11:15). The wicked will be removed from the kingdom. The frightening thing is that this parable is to Christians …the kingdom of heaven is like... 'The wicked' are not all the unbelievers in the world. The unbelievers were never in the kingdom. They will not be judged until the 1,000 year kingdom is over (Revelation 20:5, 11-15). 

			Who are the wicked?

			'The wicked' referred to here are the false prophets, the seducers, the ones who perpetrate the devil's plan and sow compromise, deceit, corruption, and mixture – and the ones who buy into that deceit. Yes, they call themselves Christians, and say they are born again children of God, but they live a life at odds with the costly life of discipleship spoken of by Jesus. In this parable Jesus says they shall be cast into a furnace of fire!

			These 'wicked' are the selfish Christians who choose celebration and partying in place of suffering and mourning; those who choose ease and comfort in the place of hardship and sacrifice; those who choose the wide gate and the broad way. Who forever talk about grace and mercy, but never talk about challenge and cost. Who forever talk about joy, freedom, and abundant life, but never talk about being slaves of God, nor the price of obedience. Why are they called 'wicked'? Because they have heard the word, but they have chosen to disobey it. They read their bibles, they know what Jesus, Paul, Peter, and James said, but they choose to believe something else and live another lifestyle. They choose to excuse themselves, or let other preachers excuse them. They salve their consciences by saying, "My pastor says that Jesus didn't really mean what he said..." Like the crowd who heard the parables, they choose to "see and not perceive" (Matthew 13:14).

			Jesus aptly described these people when he talked of the foolish man who built his house on the sand in Matthew 7:26. They hear these sayings of Jesus, and do them not. Their house will come to ruin. When they stand before the judgement seat of Christ, their life will amount to nothing. Their work will be burned up (1 Corinthians 3:10-15). They have their salvation; they will be saved, yet so as by fire, but they will suffer loss, and the loss will be that they miss out on the glorious kingdom reign of Jesus on earth for 1,000 years – and shall cast them into a furnace of fire; there shall be wailing and gnashing of teeth. They will miss out on the rewards that they could have had, the kingdom that was prepared for them from the foundation of the world. These are true disciples who have fallen away – they should have been in the kingdom. Remember that in the parable of the 'wheat and tares' Jesus started off this progressive story by telling us:

			The field is the world; the good seed are the children of the kingdom; but the tares are the children of the wicked one.

			Matthew 13:38

			And I say unto you, That many shall come from the east and west, and shall sit down with Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, in the kingdom of heaven. But the children of the kingdom shall be cast out into outer darkness: there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.

			Matthew 8:11-12

			The unsaved do not, and never have, called Jesus Lord, the people referred to in this parable are the servants of Christ – disciples, who are not vigilant. They are taking time out from their calling because they think they can 'have now and pay later', just like with the catalogues and credit cards. 

			Who then is a faithful and wise servant, whom his lord has made ruler over his household, to give them meat in due season? Blessed is that servant, whom his lord when he comes shall find so doing. Verily I say unto you, That he shall make him ruler over all his goods. But and if that evil servant shall say in his heart, My lord delays his coming; and shall begin to smite his fellow servants, and to eat and drink with the drunken; the lord of that servant shall come in a day when he looks not for him, and in an hour that he is not aware of, and shall cut him asunder, and appoint him his portion with the hypocrites: there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.

			Mark 24:45-51

			For the kingdom of heaven is as a man travelling into a far country, who called his own servants, and delivered unto them his goods. And unto one he gave five talents, to another two, and to another one; to every man according to his several ability; and straight away took his journey. Then he that had received the five talents went and traded with the same, and made them other five talents. And likewise he that had received two, he also gained other two. But he that had received one went and dug in the earth, and hid his lord's money. 

			After a long time the lord of those servants came, and reckoned with them. And so he that had received five talents came and brought other five talents, saying, Lord, you delivered unto me five talents: behold, I have gained beside them five talents more. His lord said unto him, Well done, you good and faithful servant: you have been faithful over a few things, I will make you ruler over many things: enter into the joy of your lord. He also that had received two talents came and said, Lord, you delivered unto me two talents: behold, I have gained two other talents beside them. His lord said unto him, Well done, good and faithful servant; you have been faithful over a few things, I will make you ruler over many things: enter into the joy of your lord. Then he which had received the one talent came and said, Lord, I know you are an hard man, reaping where you have not sown, and gathering where you have not strawed: and I was afraid, and went and hid your talent in the earth: lo, there you have that is yours. His lord answered and said unto him, You wicked and slothful servant, you knew that I reap where I sowed not, and gather where I have not strawed: you ought therefore to have put my money to the exchangers, and then at my coming I should have received my own with usury. Take therefore the talent from him, and give it unto him which has ten talents. For unto every one that has shall be given, and he shall have abundance: but from him that has not shall be taken away even that which he has. And cast the unprofitable servant into outer darkness: there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.

			Matthew 25:15-30

			It is a very serious business to waste what God has given to us. We are living in the age of grace at the moment, but there will come a day when there will be no more grace, and God will turn, even on his own. Some of these disciples will even get as far as the wedding feast, but will be found out when the Lord comes to judge his own … 

			Go you therefore into the highways, and as many as you shall find, bid to the marriage. So those servants went out into the highways, and gathered together all as many as they found, both bad and good: and the wedding was furnished with guests. And when the king came in to see the guests, he saw there a man which had not on a wedding garment: and he said unto him, Friend, how came you in here not having a wedding garment? And he was speechless. Then said the king to the servants, Bind him hand and foot, and take him away, and cast him into outer darkness; there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.

			Matthew 22:9-13

			Squandered inheritance

			How can this happen? Is it possible that the children of the kingdom could be cast into outer darkness? Well, look at the above scriptures and come to your own conclusions. The evidence is too strong to argue against if you are prepared to look at them without trying to brush certain wording aside. Jesus only spoke truth, for he was truth, so what he was warning against must be possible. 

			What happened to spoil their walk? Like the prodigal son, they wanted it all now. The prodigal son wanted his inheritance before the time, and his father, reluctantly but graciously, gave it to him. The son squandered his father's hard earned inheritance on worthless things for the present, when it was meant for the future. And when he finally came to his senses and returned to his father, he was penniless and destitute. Yet he wasn't turned away, no, he was welcomed with open arms.

			Christians who have ignored the call to discipleship will still be welcomed into eternal life by their heavenly Father. But what the father said to the elder son is very significant. The elder son was naturally peeved that this no-good brother of his was getting a party whilst he was out toiling in the fields. But his father said: 

			Son, you are always with me, and all I have is yours.

			Luke 15:3

			In other words, all that the father owned at that present moment belonged to the elder son. The elder son still had his inheritance waiting for him, but the younger son had nothing, because he had already squandered his portion. The father had no more to give him.

			So it is with Christians who want the 'kingdom now'. They have it all down here – the health, the wealth, the 'bless me' mentality, the prosperity gospel. And God reluctantly, but graciously, gives it to them, just as he made sure the Israelites were looked after in the wilderness with food, water, and their clothes and shoes never wearing out. And God will welcome them into eternal life, for they are his children. But Jesus cannot welcome them into his kingdom reign. Jesus can only tell them that they are wicked and lazy servants. There is no more inheritance left for them. They've missed it. They've wasted the only opportunity they had. They can't go back and live another life in the light of what they now know. With regard to the kingdom, they face only the furnace of fire, and bitter regret, weeping, and gnashing of teeth.

			Setting limits

			Yes, it is clear that there will be a great separation one day. Not only between the saved and the damned, but between the wise and foolish Christians – those who have heard the word, known it to be truth, but ignored it and lived selfish lives. God did not save us so that we could 'enjoy' our freedom from slavery to the devil. He saved us so that we could change masters and become his bond slaves – slaves who have realised we serve a good master and have now decided for ourselves that we want to continue serving our God for the rest of our lives. If God was only concerned about our happiness and enjoyment, then he could have waited until we'd fulfilled all our ambitions and dreams, save us on our death beds, then whisk us off into eternity with Him. He knows the very number of hairs on our heads, so it is obvious he knows how long we will live.  

			But God didn't save us so that he could be useful to us ... he saved us so that we could be useful to him. Somehow the equation has to change. Christianity is nothing, if it is not practical. But this is where the crunch comes, because every single one of us has to come to our own conclusions as to how practical we want to be – and we all set limits for ourselves.

			In all the letters to the churches, the apostles introduced themselves as servants, slaves, bond slaves, of the Lord Jesus Christ. And slaves don’t sit in a nice comfy armchair in front of the fire being waited on hand and foot. No, they are the ones busy serving. We have not been called to live a comfortable life, we have been called to serve – here, now, in this life. And John goes further by saying: 

			...he that loves not his brother whom he has seen, how can he love God whom he has not seen?

			1 John 4:20

			Love is practical. It's something that has to be seen to be proved.

			A good education

			Maurice and I have been in the ministry for over 40 years and during that time God has taken us through many different stages. To get from where we were 40 years ago, to where we are now, is a staggering testimony of how long-suffering and forgiving God is. All along the route I have known in my spirit that every stage we were at was just another stepping stone on the way to where we were meant to end up, and I have refused to put down roots by declaring 'this is now my ministry'. Servants don't have the luxury of a job description. Servants just do what they are told to do. They could chauffeur their boss in his Rolls Royce one minute, and then scrub out the toilets the next. The servant is there for the boss' convenience. But it's very hard to have this mindset when you are 'in the ministry'. You can't help thinking of yourself as being in an elevated position. 

			Giving up our rights and becoming the servants of Christ doesn't gel with our human nature. But if we have been called according to God's purposes, and we love him with all our hearts, he will make sure we receive the very best education he can give – and Maurice and I have been very well schooled!

			For a number of years God has been teaching us about being separate from the world. He has taught us that he is looking for a holy, peculiar people, and the teachings of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount have radically changed our thinking and attitudes. We have taught the revelation of this faithfully as God has opened doors to us and have seen many other lives radically changed. But this was yet another stepping stone before God revealed to us the next stage.  

			One strong leg

			In 2001 God showed us a man walking on one leg. He had exercised this leg until it had become very strong, but the other leg was so weak it couldn't take any weight. God then directed us to a scripture; 

			Pure religion and undefiled before God and the Father is this, to visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction, and to keep himself unspotted from the world.

			James 1:27

			We were doing a great job of being unspotted from the world by living a separate, holy lifestyle, but we weren't doing anything practical for the afflicted. Hence our Christianity was very unbalanced, and this leg of the ministry needed exercising until it was as strong as the other one.

			For a long time our emphasis had been on getting the ministry out rather than on using our products to bring in finance – although this is something which is always desperately needed. We have even gone so far as to specify on our books, videos, CD's, etc., that there is no copyright and that anyone is free to use our material without our prior permission. We have tried with all our hearts to rid ourselves of covetousness and ambition – and we have constant financial burdens to prove that we have put this into practice. But God had shown us a step which was even more costly.

			Exercising the other leg

			In 2001 Brother Samuel Jaikumar invited Maurice and myself to visit him in India as he had heard Maurice speak, and me sing, and desired that we shared what God had given us with the ministers he was overseeing. The following year we took the step of faith, bought our air tickets, and went to see him. His need was great. He was trying to support around 58 pastors himself so that they could preach the gospel full time. Very few had bibles and none had study books. Some of these pastors were being beaten and persecuted for their faith by Hindu fanatics. He was also burdened for the starving children all around him and not only wanted to feed, but also educate them. 

			In February 2005 we opened the Bible School which we managed to build using the donations people had given for this project. Some friends of ours took on the burden of the school where 200 children between the ages of 3 and 12 years were, and still are being educated, many of whom are orphans and actually live on the premises.

			Barratt Ministries Nigeria

			In 2003 we visited a man, Surakat Nurudeen, in Nigeria who, at his own expense, was distributing our 'Challenge' leaflets (which we used to send out bimonthly) to people in Nigeria and Ghana, and wanted to represent us as 'Barratt Ministries Nigeria'. Whilst with him we heard of his desire to look after children whose parents had been martyred for their faith in the north of Nigeria where there is terrible persecution of Christians. We came home with an awful burden and felt that we had to help by building an orphanage. At present work is well under way and we hope to see the building completed soon.

			Another call

			In 2004 we answered another call from Frank Musoke in Uganda, who begged us to come and teach the lifestyle of a disciple in a number of churches. We marvelled at the response of the people, they truly wanted our message. Although the congregations were very generous and took up offerings for us, the sum total of their gift came to about £10 when converted to our currency and our trip had cost us dearly because, unlike everywhere else so far, we were unable to stay with Frank at his home, and we found out why when he invited us for a meal.  

			His home consisted of two rooms, a bedroom and a lounge. He didn't have a kitchen. There was a small cupboard on the narrow porch in which he stored his food, pots, pans, and tiny camping stove. He didn't have much and he had only been married about 18 months to a lovely young woman who was about 4 months pregnant with her first child. But what he had he was already sharing with ten orphans, one girl was 18 years of age whilst the others ranged between 2 and 12 years old. They slept wherever they found space in his tiny house. He was so skinny and undernourished himself that he'd had malaria over 100 times during his life. But even if he could only afford one meal a day for the family, at least he was giving them this instead of them being on the streets starving to death. 

			Barratt Ministries Uganda

			Again we were burdened. We saw how Frank struggled and racked our brains as to what we could do to support him. We came home from the journey determined to help in some way. We didn't have any money ourselves, but we did have a voice, and we set ourselves to let others know the needs so that we could do something about Franks' situation. Within a relatively short space of time we were able to buy a plot of land which could accommodate an orphanage and we planned to build in the future somehow. In the meantime we built him a small house, twice the size of the one he was living in, consisting of four rooms, which was right next to the planned orphanage. 

			Maurice and I took a team to visit Frank and his family recently and saw the conditions in which he was living – no electricity, no running water, no plaster on the inside walls of the house – yet they felt so blessed to be living out there in the countryside, with a garden where they could grow their own vegetables and banana trees. The house was really dark and gloomy, but they were so grateful that the house belonged to them – they couldn't be evicted if they didn't have money for rent! The orphanage is coming along nicely too – foundation, walls, roof. We have decided to work on one room at a time as and when money permits, but this comes in very slowly and there is still so much to do. 

			How hard for a rich man

			There is such a world of difference with the way we in the West give, to the way these people in poor countries give. We look at what we will have left in the bank before we decide how much we can part with. On numerous occasions people have told us they would like to support saying, "If ever you have a need just let us know." These people don't really mean what they say otherwise they would just put their hands in their pockets, or pull out their cheque books, because the need is never ending, and the help is never forthcoming. But the destitute, radical Christians in poor countries don't do this. They give out of their own lack. They have nothing, but what they do have they will share. They don't care where they sleep, so long as they are out of the rain, and preferably away from the snakes and rats. They don't mind eating the same food day after day so long as their stomachs are not empty.

			We have found this type of Christianity very costly. We are slowly learning to give like our underprivileged brothers, because we also, due to the fact that we live by faith without the support of a church tithing to provide for our needs, have to minister out of our own lack.  

			But God told us we were unbalanced and had to sort ourselves out. It has cost us very dearly – financially, and in many other ways – but we know that the only way forward is to give to the brethren now, while we have time. We neither know how much time we have left to live, nor do we know how much time there is left before the net will be cast into the water prior to the return of Jesus. We dare not be found dragging our feet as lazy, unprofitable servants.

			Tragedy

			I went through a very traumatic experience in 2009. Both my parents had strokes within 2 weeks of each other and ended up in a Nursing Home as they were not allowed to go back to live in their own house for safety reasons. Mum was suffering with Alzheimer's and Senile Dementia; Dad was paralysed from the waist down; thus they could no longer look after themselves. 

			Both my parents had been hoarders – misers really, and had not spent the money the government gave them to better their standard of living. They lived in squalor but wouldn't allow anybody to change the way they were living. They bought the food that was going 'out of date' at the supermarkets because it was cheaper than the goods on the shelves. The problem was that their fridge and cupboards were full of old food which was rotting and mouldy. The bags of flour had bugs burrowing through them because they bought more than they could use. 

			In the hospital Dad gave me his house keys and told me to look after it for him, giving me strict instructions not to let my younger sister have them. My brother and youngest sister told me about money which Dad had hidden and told me to get it out of the house for safety, as they seemed to think my younger sister would be in and "have the floorboards up" as soon as possible! 

			I did find a large sum of money – thousands of pounds – which Dad had hidden, so I put it into a bank for him. I told him that I had taken care of it thus putting his mind at ease. 

			Family feuding

			My younger sister alerted the police saying that I had not only stolen my fathers' money, but had also forced him to do a 40 day fast in the hope that he would die so that I could keep it. Although she had been involved in many domestic disputes over the years after which members of my family no longer communicated with her, she told my siblings that this was what I had done, and was so convincing that they actually believed her and she turned them all against me. She also told lies to staff at the Nursing Home which made them so wary of me that one of the members of staff had to accompany me when I visited, I was not permitted to see my father on my own.

			The police weren't interested in domestic problems, so ignored her. She tried again, but still had no success. Eventually she went to her MP and made a complaint about me, so finally the CID (Criminal Investigation Department) detectives arrived at my door, flashed their badges, and said they wanted to investigate me!

			I can't express on paper how stunned I was. I never thought I could be on the receiving end of such venom and hatred, especially from my own family. During this time of investigation all my siblings came together – my eldest sister from Australia, my brother from South Africa, my younger sister Manchester, and my youngest sister from London – to give 'evidence' to the CID! They had never, ever come together like this before, not for weddings, funerals, or anniversaries; but they did it now because they wanted to 'see me go down'.

			Give it to the orphans

			Whilst my brother was in England I went with him to see Mum and Dad in the Nursing Home and he recorded a conversation I had with Dad in which I asked him what he wanted me to do with the money I had banked for him. Dad had told me himself on about four or five occasions previously, but I needed my family to witness for themselves what he had told me. 

			When I asked Dad what I should do with it he told me,

			"Please yourself." 

			"No, Dad! That's not good enough. You have to tell me what you want me to do with it."

			"Give it to God," he said. Then he told me specifically.

			"Give it to the orphans, and let them know it's from me!" 

			Dad had once been an orphan!

			My brother heard it, he kept the tape, but he didn't let the CID hear it. The family then went to the next stage to get Dad mentally certified. But the psychiatrist who examined him deemed he wasn't able to make rational decisions, preventing him from making his will.

			God looked after me

			God had given me his word that he would defend me. I went through a very traumatic ordeal but everything ended up well for me. God took up my cause, and without my having to say anything the whole case against me was dropped, with the CID, and all the other departments who  were now involved with the case. I was even allowed to use a lounge in the Nursing Home which housed an organ to hold meetings where all the residents were invited to attend. I would sing, read the bible, give a little gospel message, and get the 'old dears' to pray. Mum and Dad loved these meetings, and Dad would often end up singing all his favourite choruses to his new friends. I often read out some of his poems which I'd compiled into a book for him – it thrilled him so much to hear the residents say admiringly, "So, you're an 'author' then?" He felt valued. 

			When the CID came to visit me, the detective took my hand in a warm handshake and told me, "If we can be of any help to you in the future, just let us know." Again, I was stunned, and asked why their change of attitude? They told me that from their experience and observations money had a strange way of bringing the worst out in people; and besides – "We have met your family!"

			Too late

			Dad changed completely after giving up all that money. He had been so avaricious and greedy before, but once he had given that treasure up to God he must have felt as though a burden had been lifted, he'd delivered his soul. 

			He became so happy and peaceful, grateful to everyone for any little kindness they showed him. The Carers thought he was such a sweet old gentleman. They even protected him by moving him away from Mum who was always shouting and bawling at him,  hitting and scratching him when he'd fallen asleep and didn't answer her. Yes, I really loved visiting him. He wanted to talk about God to me all the time – he was completely transformed from how he used to be. 

			When God called him home to glory a few months after this event, Dad knew he was going. The Carers told me he was singing songs about heaven at the top of his voice the day before his release from this earth, and he passed away peacefully in his sleep. 

			What a waste

			But I grieve for Dad. When he stands before God, yes, he made his peace, but his sacrifice came too late. All his money was passed on to his widow who is now funding herself in the Nursing Home to the tune of £550 per week until all her surplus money goes, then the government will take over and pay the bills. What a waste! Dad left it too late. 

			But he's not on his own! So many people think they will give God their money when they die, but this will not count in their favour when they stand before him. They only give God a thought because they can't take it with them, and very often they give to God because they don't want others to get what they leave. There is no sacrifice in this. An offering without sacrifice is not sweet to God. A sacrifice has to cost – hurt, otherwise it is valueless. God doesn't need our money, he wants our love.

		

	
		
			Where does that leave You?

			Chapter 12

			So, now you have been presented with the 'Gospel of the Kingdom', where does that leave you? The decisions we make are very serious for they determine what happens to each and every one of us when Jesus returns. 

			3 Women

			Richard Wurmbrand, a Romanian Pastor who was imprisoned for 14 years for his faith, and wrote many books about his experiences, once told of a vision he had whilst in prison. He said that he saw 3 women in a room which Jesus entered. He walked up to the first woman, embraced her in his arms and kissed her on the cheek. The second woman received a soft look and warm smile. When he got to the third woman he looked sternly at her and slapped her across the face. 

			I have wondered about this vision for many years, but now that I have written this book I realise what the vision was all about. 

			What reaction do we really expect to receive from Jesus when he sees us? Surely, however we feel about him will reflect in his attitude towards us. Emotions are very often, if not always, reciprocal. 

			Which one are you?

			If we are besotted and totally in love with him, surely he will respond and feel the same way about us. There's not a man strong enough to resist a beautiful, clean, pure woman who truly loves, and will do anything for him. That's the very thing he's looking and longing for, to be loved just for who he is and what he has done. To be appreciated so much that we would forsake all others to gain his love. This type of woman will become his bride and be one with him for eternity.   

			If we have heard his call to serve him, found him to be a good master and spurned all that this world has to offer in the way of material things, abandoning hopes and dreams for the sake of fulfilling God's will in our lives, working tirelessly to bring profit into the kingdom of God, then surely we will be welcomed and rewarded, hearing those wonderful words from his lips, "Well done, good and faithful servant, enter the joy of the Lord."

			But I fear that for the majority of Christians Jesus will appear with eyes blazing, furious at the way they have wasted their lives and squandered their talents, ignoring the prompting and convictions of the Holy Spirit who wanted to guide them into the way of righteousness, holiness, and truth. Living without any consideration or pity for those less fortunate than themselves. These selfish, self-centred, Christians will feel the hard slap of Christ and be thrown into outer darkness where they will know utter remorse, and experience wailing and gnashing of teeth for the 1,000 years that Jesus reigns on this earth.

			Make plans now

			In my opinion I think it is better to have the pain of leaving all and following Christ now, than having to stand before the judgement seat of Christ only to hear that we are being rejected from the kingdom because we were lazy, slothful, and unfaithful servants, who couldn't handle what we were given.

			While there is breath left in our bodies there is an opportunity to change the way we live. Don't waste any more time – act now, and live out the rest of your life loving and serving your Lord and Master, and laying up treasure in the Kingdom of God!

		

	
		
			Joanna is also a singer who has recorded 

			several albums on CD:

			My Chains Fell Off - An album of songs and hymns about the cross and blood of Jesus. 

			The Reason I Live - A personal selection of some of the most beautiful worship songs of recent years. 

			Psalm 119 Part 1 - The longest Psalm in the bible set to music by Joanna. The CD covers the first half of the Psalm.

			Only Just Started - This album features songs that Joanna and her husband Maurice have written over the years about the grace and forgiveness of God, giving hope to those who feel they will never overcome their failures. A moving album, and her latest.

			ON DVD:

			The Blood and the Cross - An hour-long music video featuring Joanna Barratt singing many of the songs from her album “My Chains Fell Off”, with a dramatic storyline running through. Features dramatized signing for the deaf.

			Experiences from Life - 

			4 testimony interviews with Joanna Barratt: “Handling A Miscarriage”, “Take No Thought For Your Life”, “Bad Company Corrupts Good Morals” and “The Power of Fasting”.  

		

	
		
			About Barratt Ministries

			Barratt Ministries is a Manchester-based Christian organization founded in 1985.  Directors Maurice and Joanna Barratt have an international teaching ministry.  Joanna is a singer with 9 music albums of her own songs, including two major projects of “scripture in song” — Psalm 119 and The Sermon on the Mount.  Joanna also ministers in prisons and women’s fellowships.

			Barratt Ministries is a multi-media ministry, publishing books and literature, recording music albums and teaching cassettes, and producing videos which have been broadcast on Christian television channels. 

			The website at www.barrattministries.org.uk contains up to date information on products and events. For a full list of Barratt Ministries publications please contact:

			Barratt Ministries

			114 Daisy Bank Road, Victoria Park

			Manchester M14 5QH, England

			Tel & Fax: +44 (0)161 224 2620

			E-mail: info@barrattministries.org.uk

			www.barrattministries.org.uk

		

	
		
			Play The Man: What women look for in men 

			After a traumatic childhood, Joanna grew up rebellious and independent. Tough on the exterior, she was still a little girl inside, and found herself floundering, vulnerable, and unable to cope with everyday family life. Joanna speaks candidly of her own needs and how her husband Maurice, proved to be “the strength of God demonstrated in the physical form of a man” that she needed to fashion her and re-educate her thinking. A must read for those getting married. ISBN 1-904592-08-2

			Radical Discipleship Series:

			Joanna wrote a series of articles to be read alongside teachings of the Sermon on the Mount by her husband, Maurice. Each article brings the teachings of Jesus into a practical perspective and sheds some light on what it means to live out these sermons in today’s world. She writes boldly and honestly, unafraid to share her weaknesses and failures, as well as her strengths and successes. Over the years many people have responded to these articles and said how they have been encouraged, challenged, and spurred on in their Christian walk.

			Vol.1  Experiences from Life (Matt. 5:1-12) ISBN 1-904592-15-5

			Vol.2  Learning from Life (Matt. 5:13-6:23) ISBN 1-904592-20-1

			Vol.3  Lessons from Life (Matt. 6:24-7:23)  ISBN 1-56592-197-6

			The Power of Women

			Women have a power that transcends both the physical and mental realms. This power can be used to either make or break men. Using her own observations, and examples of women in the bible, Joanna proves this to be a reality. She neither hides their faults, nor makes excuses, but she does have an astute understanding of how they think and act – not always consciously, but by instinct. Every Christian should read this book. It will change both how you read, and interpret the stories of biblical characters. ISBN 978-904592-56-3
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