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Introduction

In Acts chapter 17, we find the apostle Paul in the
city of Athens. Paul was greatly distressed because the city was
full of idols, and as a result, the people looked to many different
“gods” as sources of trust, compassion, stability, and hope. There
was even an altar to an “unknown god” in case the Athenians missed
something. In fact, two philosophical schools competed for people’s
attention at the time. The first was the Epicureans. They thought
that pleasure and happiness were the chief goals in life and that
everything in the universe was made of the “same stuff.” So, as
they reasoned, people should be set free from their superstitious
fears, including the fear of death. The Epicureans advocated taking
life by the horns and living in the present.

The second group was the Stoics. They
believed that self-sufficiency was life’s primary aim and that a
person could rise above life’s unpredictability and heartache. The
Stoics thought that through duty and moral attainment, a person
could “escape” evil.

Paul knew the truth and wanted to share it
with others, so he began reasoning with people in public. The text
then tells us that although many of the philosophers of the day
regarded Paul as a “babbler,” they were curious enough to hear
about the “new teaching” Paul was talking about. The new teaching,
of course, was the life and resurrection of Jesus Christ.
Subsequently, Paul made his speech on the Areopagus (Mars Hill) and
began to tell all those who were listening about the Lord. He
said:

The God who made the world and everything in it is
the Lord of heaven and earth and does not live in temples built by
human hands. And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed
anything. Rather, he himself gives everyone life and breath and
everything else. From one man he made all the nations, that they
should inhabit the whole earth; and he marked out their appointed
times in history and the boundaries of their lands. God did this so
that they would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find
him, though he is not far from any one of us. ‘For in him we live
and move and have our being.’ As some of your own poets have said,
‘We are his offspring.’ Therefore since we are God’s offspring, we
should not think that the divine being is like gold or silver or
stone—an image made by human design and skill. In the past God
overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people
everywhere to repent. For he has set a day when he will judge the
world with justice by the man he has appointed. He has given proof
of this to everyone by raising him from the dead. (Acts 17:24-31,
NIV)

When some people heard this message, they
sneered. Others were eager to hear more. Some believed in God and
followed Paul.

I will humbly infer and say that perhaps the
listening audience sneered at the fact that someone could “break
the rules,” conquer death, and come back to tell everyone about it.
Perhaps they sneered at the fact that what is possible need not be
limited to what we can fashion in our minds, because
if God truly is God, then He cannot possibly be limited by our
reality.

Paul was trying to tell the Epicureans that
the present is but for a season, but eternity is forever. Eternity
matters extra simply because there’s so much more if it, and thus
the God who is eternal is in fact made of very “different stuff”
than you and I. Happiness now may be nice, but what about eternal
joy? And yes, all human beings must die, so death is not something
to be casually dismissed as irrelevant. The good news is that you
should not be fearful of death either, because when you serve the
Lord of Lords, death isn’t an end: it’s a transition.

In Paul’s speech on Mars Hill, he proclaimed
the power of God’s Word; if God made everything out of nothing by
His Word, just imagine what He can do with the little something
that you have.

Paul was trying to tell the Stoics that in
the grand scheme of the universe, we are but specks upon specks
upon specks. The sun rises and falls without us, and time waits for
no person, so how can life be out-achieved if life always wins?
Self-sufficiency may work for a time if you’re rich and
privileged, but what if you’re like most people? What happens when
tragedy strikes? Truly, there are many appointed things in our
experience out of our control, and in the end, the Lord of Lords
will judge the world. Our merit will not satisfy divine justice,
because if people consider themselves worthy to stand before the
Creator, they have already succumbed to pride.

In Paul’s speech on Mars Hill, he proclaimed
the power of God’s Word: that we are unable to do anything for God,
but out of the kind intention of His will, His grace abounds and
overflows to all those who believe in Him.

As it was then, so it is now, and many in
the audience fail to see a connection between God’s Word and their
everyday life. They fail to see how it tangibly interacts in their
day-to-day experiences. Perhaps they have investigated many “new
teachings,” including roadmaps to a “better you,” fad systems, and
ideologies. Perhaps they have clung to a “guru” with life
strategies and practical wisdom. Perhaps they have tried many
different things to navigate life but—just like some Epicureans and
Stoics—found out that philosophy wasn’t getting them where they
wanted to go. God is the one who already drew the map of your life,
so you can throw away the compass that someone else sold you and
get your directions from the mapmaker. After all, as Paul said, God
already defeated death and has “given proof” to all by raising His
Son from the dead. So if God has power over the great equalizer,
imagine the power He will have over the rest of your life.

The power of God’s Word is that it provides
specific, detailed instructions on how to navigate life’s
difficulties. The power of God’s Word is that is tells us how
real-life, dysfunctional people—just like us—struggled with and
overcame the same problems that we have now. The power of God’s
Word reveals that there is only one legitimate source of trust,
compassion, stability, and hope: Jesus Christ. Any other philosophy
will follow us to the grave. The power of God’s Word reveals to us
how to enter into a deep, personal relationship with the One who
stands above all of our problems. Why should we ever feel
overwhelmed by life—and its host of problems—when God is the
one who holds life and all our problems in the palm of His
hand?

In this book, I will take a closer look at
twelve Bible study topics, and I hope the process will produce
dividends to equip you with practical wisdom and life strategies
that you can apply to any area of your life. The fancy word for
this process is exegesis, or drawing meaning out of a
Biblical text. These analyses will look at traditional Bible
stories and contextualize them for modernity. As a result, these
stories will highlight timeless Biblical truths that will empower
you to live life more abundantly. Certainly, it is within God’s
expressed will for us to live life abundantly, so it makes the most
sense to get our advice from Him. Take note that abundantly
need not refer to material abundance but rather to the satiety,
contentment, and overwhelming peace, joy, and felt love that only
comes from walking in line with God’s will.

The lessons in this book are supplemental
Bible study guides to my earlier catalog of sermons, which are
available on YouTube
and on the Preaching Christ podcast. For more
on basic Christian beliefs and basic Christian doctrine, visit
wcsk.org. There you will find a host
of free Bible study resources that empower you to know what you
believe and why you should believe it.

Unless otherwise noted, all verses will be taken
from the NASB.

For God has not given us a spirit of timidity, but
of power and love and discipline. (II Timothy 1:7)

God bless.

Dr. Charles Haddon Elijah Sadaphal

June 2016
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PERCEPTION: NUMBERS 13 and
14

At some point in every believers walk, we have to
come to realize that we lack the freedom to control the
arbitrariness of life—indeed, there are innumerable things that we
just can’t change, nor is our ability the standard of what
is possible. The acknowledgement of human finitude also comes with
the acknowledgement that self-determination really isn’t
self-determined at all. It is certain that we all have encountered
things that are unexpected, surprising, or beyond our control. What
is not certain is how we respond to those circumstances. And our
response is totally contingent not upon what we see but
how we see it.

Reality is universally sensed, but
perception is individually experienced. What a person perceives has
already gone through a filter that incorporates past experiences,
people, tradition, ideology, education, mood, self-esteem, and many
other such things.

This filter produces a mental impression
that ends up being more important than the initial reality itself.
Imaginative leaders are so treasured because they have the gift to
perceive something that is not visible to everyone else. In other
words, seeing (reality) is very ordinary but vision (perception) is
extraordinary. Vision sees a reality that does not yet exist, and
execution materializes the yet-to-be-achieved future into the
tangible present.

In Numbers 13, we meet Moses and the people
of Israel in the wilderness outside of the Promised Land.
Literally, they are standing at the border of a free gift: the land
has already been promised, but not yet inherited. So the
people have a receipt for a very nice and very expensive gift, but
they haven’t gone to go get it. The gift cannot be delivered; it
must be picked up in person. The promise represents a more abundant
life as it says it John 10:10, “The thief comes only to steal and
kill and destroy; I came that they may have life, and have it
abundantly.” Note that in God’s plan, He intended to take a very
direct route: first, the exodus from Egypt, then the giving of the
Law at Mount Sinai, and then entry into the Promised Land. In other
words, quick and efficient liberation, preparation, and occupation.
But what caused a delay and tarnished God’s pristine plan? The
people’s poor perception.

Numbers 13:23, 26-27 says:

Then they came to the valley of Eshcol and from
there cut down a branch with a single cluster of grapes; and they
carried it on a pole between two men … They proceeded to come to
Moses and Aaron and to all the congregation of the sons of Israel
in the wilderness of Paran, at Kadesh; and they brought back word
to them and to all the congregation and showed them the fruit of
the land. Thus they told him, and said, ‘We went in to the land
where you sent us; and it certainly does flow with milk and honey,
and this is its fruit.’

These verses portray the reality: the land
was so bountiful and wonderful that a single cluster of grapes had
to be carried on a pole between two grown men. Clearly, the
Promised Land represented a “more abundant life.” Yet, from this
static reality two dynamic perceptions resulted. One perception
focused on the self, led to rebellion, and ultimately death. The
other perception focused on God, led to obedience, confidence and a
new life.

Numbers 13:28-29 illustrates the resultant
self-centered perception:

Nevertheless, the people who live in the land are
strong, and the cities are fortified and very large; and moreover,
we saw the descendants of Anak there. Amalek is living in the land
of the Negev and the Hittites and the Jebusites and the Amorites
are living in the hill country, and the Canaanites are living by
the sea and by the side of the Jordan.

On the other hand, Numbers 13:30 describes a
God-centered perception:

Then Caleb quieted the people before Moses and said,
‘We should by all means go up and take possession of it, for we
will surely overcome it.’

In the first perception, the goodness of the
reality that everyone saw became offset by the perception of those
fearful spies who felt intimidated. What cannot be forgotten,
however, is that those who perceived the promise as bad are the
same Israelites who experienced the reality of Egyptian
bondage, the same Israelites who experienced the liberating
and supernatural plagues imposed on the Egyptians, the same
Israelites who were present at the parting of the Red Sea, and
the same Israelites who
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