Lesson for September 24, 2006

The Life of Christ

Jesus Rebukes Three Cities

(Matthew 11:20-30)

After Jesus had told the Pharisees that they lacked divine wisdom, He began to rebuke (to accuse of a fault) three cities.  Cities and even nations have a corporate responsibility and accountability to God (whether they acknowledge it or not), just like the individual.  The reason Jesus rebuked these cities was that these cities had seen the most miracles performed by Jesus and His disciples.  He compared these particular cities to some of the corrupt cities of the Old Testament.  

The cities that Jesus rebuked are Chorazin, Bethsaida and Capernaum.  Jesus compared the cities of Chorazin and Bethsaida to the Old Testament cities of Tyre and Sidon.  Jesus then compared the city of Capernaum to Sodom.  Tyre and Sidon were sister cities that abandoned God and concerned themselves with the accumulation of wealth and power.  In their arrogance they assumed that all that they had gained was due to their own wisdom and knowledge and they rejected God as the source of their blessings.  For this reason these cities were eventually destroyed by their enemies.  In like manner, Sodom was a city of corruption and decadence.  They also had turned their backs on God and followed the pagan gods and engaged in human debauchery.  God also destroyed the city of Sodom.  In the same manner, the three cities in our passage would be judged for their rejection of Jesus Christ as the Messiah. (Ezekiel 26,27,28; Isaiah 23; Genesis 18,19)  

What happens when believers within a city or a nation turn their backs on God?  How does the decline begin?  When the rate of forgetting Bible doctrine exceeds the rate of learning (or never begins at all), the believer is at risk of perpetual carnality or the slide into reversionism.  Carnality is a theological term that describes the condition of a believer who is out of fellowship with God.  The word carnal means fleshly, which is tantamount to being controlled by the sin nature.  Reversionism is the condition of an out-of-fellowship believer who is negative toward Bible doctrine and as a result has stopped growing spiritually or never began the learning process at all.  Reversionism is failure to follow God’s plan of executing the Christian Way of Life.  The reversionist is a believer in perpetual carnality, out of fellowship with God and controlled by his sin nature.  The believer who is not advancing toward spiritual maturity is retreating into reversionism.  To guard against this happening, the rate of learning Bible doctrine must exceed the rate of forgetting it.
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When a believer abandons Bible doctrine, it is a short step into the arrogance complex of sins.  These sins are self-justification, self-deception and self-absorption.  Being no longer influenced by the doctrine in their souls, these believers become totally preoccupied with themselves.  This, of course, is a huge distraction to any believer attempting to execute God’s plan.  The arrogance complex leads the believer into all kinds of sin, especially mental attitude sins and eventuates in the early stages of reversionism.  The next step of reversionism is “blackout of the soul” (a stage where the believer loses all interest in Bible doctrine and the things of God). 

From the blackout of the soul the reversionist begins to build scar tissue on the soul, becoming callous to everything that has to do with God and His Word.  The build up of scar tissue is synonymous with the term “hardening of the heart”.  Scar tissue prevents Bible doctrine from circulating in the soul, cutting off the ability to recall and use doctrinal information that has previously been stored there.  The result of not being able to recall and use doctrine is lack of wisdom.  “An unwise person is unstable in ALL his ways”. (John 12:40; Romans 2:5; II Corinthians 4:3-4)

This instability causes the reversionist to become divorced from reality.  What he should love, he hates, and what he should value in life, he rejects as worthless.  Priorities are reversed - norms and standards are reversed and thinking is reversed in this stage of reversionism.  At this point, the believer can no longer be distinguished from the unbeliever.  The believer has become “a hater of God, an enemy of God, antichrist and a disciple of the devil”. (John 15:23; James 4:4; 

I John 2:18; 3:8-10)    

Paul gives us the recovery process in Ephesians 4:20-23.  First, in verse 20 the believer is to recall the Bible doctrine that he has learned in the past.  The Greek word for “learned” indicates a process of study, which is not the same as simply listening to Bible teaching or reading your Bible.  The connotation is not to simply learn the doctrine of Christ academically, rather get to know the person of Christ.  In so “learning Christ”, application is made that will cause the believer to “walk” in a different manner than the rest of the Gentiles.  In verse 21, the word for taught

indicates that a pastor-teacher is involved in this learning process and the last phrase is an indication that all Bible doctrine is the thinking of Christ.  Therefore, the first step to recovery is to make the study and application of Bible doctrine number one priority.  Before you can begin this process you must make sure that you are in fellowship with God by acknowledging any known sins.  This is the meaning of verse 22 along with the concept of controlling the sin nature (“the old man”).  This is accomplished only under the control and guidance of God the Holy Spirit, as we will see in the next verse.  Therefore, we have to rebound and keep moving (“walk in the light”- I John 1)

Page 3, The Life of Christ, Jesus Rebukes Three Cities

In verse 23 we have the resumption of the spiritual life that had previously been abandoned.  How do we do this?  We do this by renewing our minds, not by attempting to change our behavior, which comes as a result of the renewed mind.  The mind of the believer is renewed by the consistent intake and application of Bible doctrine.  Therefore, the believer involved in reversionism must renew his mind, not “change his ways.”  Removal of scar tissue on the soul takes time and patience.

In Matthew 11:28-30, Jesus invited all men to come to Him to find rest.  This rest is spiritual rest – rest from laboring to please God or gain eternal life by your good deeds.  Jesus went on to say, “Take my yoke upon you,” which is analogous to faith in Christ and “learn of me,” which is analogous to spiritual growth.  Therefore, Jesus gives us the first two stages of the Christian Way of Life – salvation and spiritual growth. 

Jesus also said that His yoke is easy and His burden is light.  The first stage of the Christian Way of Life is certainly easy for anyone – faith alone in Christ alone.  The second stage is also easy if a person allows God the Holy Spirit to guide and direct his life by means of consistent intake and application of accurate Bible doctrine.  Both salvation and the spiritual life are grace functions of God.  (Ephesians 2:8-10; Titus 2:11-12)

In Matthew 11:25-27, Jesus said that the truth about Him was hid from those who the world would call wise or learned.  Instead, God chose to reveal truth to the untaught and unskilled.  By revealing truth to those who the world would consider unwise or unlearned God brings glory to Himself.  God uses those things or persons considered inferior by the world’s standards to totally confound those with human wisdom.  

We are told in Matthew 11 that it is Jesus Christ Who is truly known by God the Father and it only Jesus Christ Who truly knows God the Father.  The reason is that the Father and the Son are one.  This truth that is known by Jesus Christ has been deliberately given as a potential for any believer in Jesus Christ in any dispensation.  In every dispensation God has progressively revealed more truth regarding Himself and Jesus Christ.  In the Church Age, in which we live, the truth is found in God’s Word, the Bible.  God’s Word has been preserved by God for generations.  In our dispensation, we have the completed canon of Scripture in our own language.  

The word canon comes from the Greek word “kanon”, meaning a ruler or measuring stick.  In other words, canon means a norm or standard.  In the case of the canon of Scripture, it is God’s divine norm or standard for a collection of books, which form one book, our Bible.
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Peter gives us an excellent synopsis of the origin of the Word of God in II Peter 1:16-21.  Remember that much of what Peter wrote was taught to him directly by Jesus Christ.  Peter was an eyewitness to Christ’s ministry on earth.  Peter was at most major events recorded in the Gospels. (Matthew 16:28; 17:1-8)  Peter reveals the fact that all Scripture originates with God and is not someone’s private inspiration or interpretation.  This means that God the Holy Spirit so directed the writers of Scripture that without changing their personalities, their literary style, their vocabularies or their personal feelings, God’s complete and coherent message was permanently recorded, with perfect accuracy, in the original languages of Scripture. (II Timothy 3:16) 

Before the written Word of Scripture came into existence through Moses, God the Holy Spirit revealed it to certain people in the Old Testament.  Revelation of Scripture also came through the spoken word of prophets and others, through dreams and visions, and through angels (often the Angel of the Lord, Jesus Christ).  In the present dispensation (the Church age) God speaks to us ONLY through His Word.  (Isaiah 6:8-10; Daniel 10:9; Isaiah 1:1; Psalms 68:17)

Why do we need a canon?  God’s desire is for mankind to have His revealed plan and purpose.  The canon of Scripture does that - in it is contained God’s thinking, His will for mankind in every dispensation, man’s relationship to God, his relationship to Satan (and Satan’s world system) and the principles of doctrine necessary to operate successfully in this world.  There had to be a standard by which these books could be judged to determine if they were or were not inspired by God.  The New Testament writings were being circulated throughout the early Christian churches, but it was not until around 96 A.D. that they were completed.  By the middle of the next century, the canon of Scripture was pretty much what we have today.

The Early Church Fathers, leaders and pastor-teachers of the early church, determined the criteria for the inclusion of a book into the Bible.  These criteria were as follows:

The Old Testament

1) Inspiration – Was the book of divine origin, written by an acknowledged messenger of God?

2) Internal evidence – Was there evidence within the book itself and did the writer claim inspiration? 

3) Public readings – Was the book read publicly by a prophet or priest?  They would have known which ones were inspired and which ones were not.

4) Writings – Was the book quoted by a prophet or a priest or referred to in another book?
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The New Testament

1) Apostleship – Was a book written by an apostle or someone close to him, perhaps writing on his behalf?

2) Received by the local churches – Did the local body of believers believe the book to be inspired?

3) Inspiration – Internal and external evidence must exist for each book that it is divinely inspired. (Colossians 4:16; II Peter 3:15-16)

4) Recognition – Was the book used for teaching by a church father or pastor-teacher?

5) Internal – Does the writer believe the book is inspired? 

(I Thessalonians 5:27)

As early as the second century, the canon, as we know it today, had been confirmed by numerous sources.  God has miraculously preserved His book, the Bible for us today.  

