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Praise for Extravagant Love





“Extravagant Love causes the reader to pause for a moment and examine God’s heart in an easy-to-read, conversational manner. It calls us to consider the intricacies of His relationship with us while sparking deep appreciation for the selfless love He showers us with daily. Be ready for a guided journey to God’s heart. As Carole’s pastor for eleven years, I had a front-row seat to her journey. She has experienced, and is an exceptional ambassador of, His extravagant love.”


—David F. Uth, PhD, senior pastor of First Baptist Church, Orlando, Florida


“The first time I heard Carole Avriett tell one of the stories she includes in Extravagant Love was at a women’s conference. Captivated by her powerful word pictures, I found myself envisioning a painting of Jesus lingering on a Galilean hillside, watching over every one of His followers until they were safely home. It was a beautiful word picture from Mark 6 that mentally and permanently etched for me magnificent and tender thoughts of the love of our Lord! Whether Carole is speaking or writing, you can expect excellence, truth, and good stories with unforgettable word pictures. Extravagant Love is no exception!”


—Jackie Bobbitt, former women’s ministry director of Englewood Baptist Church, Jackson, Tennessee


“Carole Avriett provides a wealth of illustration, insight, and application that draws the reader to the reality of God’s heart: His desire for relationship with the people He created. This is a gold mine for the academic and the devotional reader.”


—Jim Henry, DMin, pastor emeritus of First Baptist Church, Orlando, Florida, and former president of the Southern Baptist Convention
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Dedicated to my Dad, whose strong prayers helped save me










Author’s Note


C. S. Lewis once said, “You ask for a loving God: you have one.”1 He goes on to say that God’s love is passionate and exacting like a lover’s: jealous, perhaps even overbearing at times. I can’t remember ever writing a manuscript where I had to stop so many times and just take a few moments to soak in what it means for God to love me in such remarkable ways.


Here is what I have prayed over every page of this book: that as you read each word and sentence, God’s love will become so real to you that it will fill every crevice of your heart—even the ones you thought could never be filled or mended. You are indeed loved, my friend, and the One who loves you is the King Himself.










Introduction
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Most of us go through that awkward stage between girlhood and blossoming into young women when we think we will be resigned forever to living in the basement just like Cinderella. Oddly, though we understand her plight on the inside, we think we resemble the ugly stepsisters on the outside.


At least that’s how we may feel. I know I did. Entering my teenage years, I possessed two left feet, “eye teeth” growing way up in my gumline, unmanageable hair, the occasional pimples, an overabundance of hair growing on my arms and legs, and nearly zero confidence that life would ever get any better.


Until one day… my dad gave me something. He had been away on a shoe-buying trip to St. Louis with his bosses. My parents were hardworking clothing salespeople, putting in six days a week with little money left over for extras. We didn’t vacation; there was not enough time or finances. So having him out of town for any reason was unique. What was more unusual happened upon his return: He had brought me back a surprise.


As he handed over the small package, I thought I had never seen anything so beautiful. The wrapping was fancy, very fancy, with smooth, silvery paper and a huge, glistening bow. Along the ribbon was one of those stickers embossed with the name of the department store. Dad explained to me what a grand place it was.


Unless you have grown up in a home with precious few extras, you may not be able to appreciate fully what it means to receive something special like this. I stood there for many minutes just holding the precious gift in my hands, barely able to take it in.


Daddy smiled at me. “Go ahead, open it.”


Carefully trying not to tear even the paper, I gingerly uncovered the small box and lifted the lid. Underneath, carefully folded tissue protected its contents.


As I pulled back the paper, I saw the most utterly beautiful thing I had ever seen: a small, white, seed pearl evening bag, with a delicate little handle also covered in hand-stitched pearls. Inside, glossy white satin lining contained a tiny pocket for holding a cosmetic item or compact. There was also a small label carefully embroidered with the store’s name.


I stood there just holding the evening bag in my hands. Even today, I can remember exactly how my heart jumped. The pearls slightly rolled under my touch. I felt the soft fabric and imagined placing a pretty powder puff inside. I envisioned going to a dance someday, with a beautiful dress and carrying my little pearl evening bag.


Of course, from a certain vantage point, it was a completely nonsensical gift. It was over-the-top. I don’t even know how Daddy afforded such a gift—and it was of no practical use either, which my mother quietly pointed out to him later. I was too young, too gangly, too far away from ever being invited to go anywhere by anybody.


But it didn’t matter. The gift had already made its impression. This small pearl evening bag touched me somewhere deep inside. Here was the most important man in my life up to that point, my dad, saying to me, “One day you will be able to use this. You will be feminine and lovely and have a pretty dress and go to a wonderful ball. You will dance and enjoy life, and someone will love you someday as I do now.”


This gift represented the essence of extravagance. Impractical, immoderate, lavish beyond measure. And truth be told, looking back, it was not the little pearl-covered evening bag itself, gorgeous as it was, that mesmerized me but rather how special it made me feel. My dad had looked past all the reality of where I was—a completely awkward teenager—to the time I would be a young woman. It filled me with a sense of wonder and excitement and hope. I’ll never forget my little pearl evening bag.


God’s love for us is like that: extravagant beyond words. It is lavish to the point of being nonsensical. It is unrestrained and exorbitant. It has no boundaries, nor can it be quantified. It comes to us while we are still awkward, stumbling, and lacking beauty. Yet, once we begin to perceive the sort of love He has for us—its utter immoderation and outrageous excessiveness—our innermost beings start to change. Because in the face of such unveiled extravagance, we catch a tiny glimpse of ourselves as He sees us and what we could be: beautiful, majestic, full of grace—pure and lovely as pearls on white satin.


But what are the actual characteristics of God’s extravagant love toward us? Because what we call “extravagant” in this life often accompanies the greatest fragility. Must we alter our perceptions in order to understand such unrestrained bias on His part toward humankind? Is God extravagant with details? Does His extravagant love have an ending or run out? If His love is so exorbitant, why do we sometimes feel deprived?


In this study, we will examine characteristics of God’s extravagant love for us. We will accomplish this through extensive research into the life and daily activities of ancient times. Here, buried within the cultural context of biblical history, we can discover amazing details which will help deepen our understanding of specific verses and passages in Scripture.


Like mining for diamonds, uncovering these historic jewels helps enrich our study of the Word of God. It will enlighten our knowledge of what was actually happening at the time an author penned a certain passage. Some of these details will be so surprising, I can hardly wait to share them with you. Then we will pull that history forward to lend a greater awareness of what these verses say to us today about God’s passionate love toward mankind.


I am so glad you are going to embark on this journey with me. And I pray that this study will be as meaningful to you as a small pearl evening bag was to me many years ago.










CHAPTER 1 The Lesson of Simple Gestures



Extravagant Thoughtfulness: Mark 6:45
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Extravagant, defined:


Merriam-Webster defines the word extravagant like this:




extravagant (ik-stra-vi-gənt): adj. exceeding the limits of reason; extremely elaborate; lacking in restraint. Synonyms: profuse, lavish, bountiful.1





It carries the idea of something that is “over-the-top,” as we would say.


What does the word extravagant mean to you? Think back. Have you ever known a person you would call extravagant? We mostly think of this attribute surfacing in a person’s lifestyle, habits, and surroundings. And more often than not, extravagance involves possessions, a certain bent toward excess. In Western culture, we associate extravagance with possessions, and by extension, wealth. It is connected with purchasing ability, and usually power.


So to link extravagance with a homeless person who had only one change of clothes and was an itinerant teacher dependent upon others for food and support seems a stretch. Yet Jesus was the most extravagant person who ever lived.


In order to even speak of Him in such terms, we have to think of extravagance in different ways, to redefine our notion of exorbitant, to cut new channels of thought in our minds and refocus our attention on inner attributes, spiritual aspects, the intangibles of relationship; to ponder anew what it means to be a caring person, a thoughtful person, and what defines humility. These lead us to ponder the fullness of God’s love—extravagant beyond measure and exposed for all to see in the person of Jesus Christ.


Understanding that we can never wrap our minds around the vastness of His love for us, we will examine one facet of His love at a time. We will try to pull back the veil, so to speak, and peer into His extravagant love.


Love for the World, Love for One


Several months ago, I was listening to a minister quoting John 3:16. It’s a verse that’s probably the most familiar to believers and nonbelievers alike. So sometimes, when we hear it, we are almost not hearing it. Except on this occasion, there was something about the way the minister was emphasizing the words that caused me to get completely stuck on the very first phrase: “For God so loved the world…”


I began to think of the total, all-inclusive nature of that statement. It doesn’t say He loves just believers and not those who don’t love Him, or just one denomination and not another, but the world—totally, completely, with no qualifications whatsoever. Everyone, everywhere, regardless of who they are or the circumstances of their lives—He loves them.


Then, just recently, something occurred that started me thinking anew about the extravagant nature of God’s love for us. It happened in a most unexpected way one Saturday morning when I often host “Prayer and Share” brunches in our home for women of all ages, normally with great turnouts.


On this particular Saturday, more than forty ladies had been planning to attend, but beginning on Friday night and continuing right through until the next morning, over half of those who had confirmed they were coming began canceling. They called, emailed, and texted, each one apologizing profusely about unexpected conflicts. Things come up. I totally realized that. However, I commented to my husband how odd it was, vaguely wondering if the Lord might be up to something.


Saturday morning dawned. My guests began arriving, including one beautiful young woman in her late twenties whom I had met only briefly. She had attended a few sessions of one of my Bible study classes at church, but other than that, I knew little about her. As the morning progressed, it became increasingly apparent that there was great need in her life.


For these brunches, I usually ask an older woman to share a little personal testimony. The younger women seem to love to hear these life experiences and journeys with the Lord. The woman I had asked on this particular day shared a deeply wounding experience she had gone through and God’s faithfulness in leading her through it. Most of us—even those who had known her for a long time—had never heard her story.


As we moved into the part of our gathering where we each share prayer needs, the young woman happened to be seated where she was last to speak. When it came her turn, she began to cry. During the next half hour, she poured out her heart to us, explaining her extremely difficult circumstances and weeping all the while. To our surprise, many of her experiences closely paralleled those of the older woman who had shared her story with us that day. We surrounded the young woman, held her, prayed for her.


After everyone else left, my new friend stayed another couple of hours with me while I continued to minister and pray with her. My husband, normally at home on Saturday afternoons, had a previous engagement—an event unusual in and of itself which gave us one-on-one time. Finally, after she left my home, I had a quiet hour or so to pray and contemplate the day’s events.


It occurred to me the entire Saturday morning may have been orchestrated by the Lord Himself to give this young person a safe place to open up—that the testimony of my older friend may have spoken to the younger woman in a very specific way; that perhaps, if a larger group had been present, it may have proved intimidating to speak as openly as the young woman felt free to do.


As I sat alone in the house praying for my new friend and all her challenges, I asked the Lord if, in fact, this was what He had had in mind. And in the stillness, I sensed Him saying to me, not as a rebuke but with piercing intensity nonetheless, “You do not understand how extravagant My love is… even for just one.”


This thought came to me so plainly and so fiercely that I sat just thinking about it for a long time—the extravagance of His love for us, for all of us, men, women, and children all over the globe. Though flawed, stubborn creatures, humankind remains His grandest creation, and He cherishes us, desires only the best for us.


As I continued to meditate about the exorbitant nature of His love, I realized He also was revealing something else: numbers, per se, mean nothing to Him. He will go to the most incredible extremes to display His love to one person, as He so obviously did on that Saturday morning at my house.


We can be tyrannized by numbers. We measure success by numbers—how many attended, how many pledged, how many came forward to the front, how many were baptized.


And in point of fact, numbers do matter. We think of the earth’s population, a staggering 7.9 billion, and the millions and millions of people who still haven’t heard the name of Jesus. It can be overwhelming. We get frantic thinking of the numbers. And yet, let me quickly add, I do think we should be totally and completely aware of the vastness of these figures—after all, we have an entire book in our Bible called Numbers! And as we began, “For God so loved the world…”


Then something happens like that Saturday at my house. His immeasurable love, fully extended to the millions, suddenly focused with exquisite clarity on one individual… extravagance unveiled, even for just one.


They say confession is good for the soul. So here goes. I need this study as much as anyone. When you teach and write, it is so easy to get caught up in numbers. But God’s love often can be witnessed orchestrating enormous events and circumstances in order to focus on one person—pulling back the veil, as it were, for one soul unknown by worldly standards and perhaps so suddenly and with such force of divine love as to be swallowed up by its brightness: one heart pierced by its laser-like precision… and yet for all. So we will begin and end our study in the only logical place we can: with the One who demonstrated love to everyone and to every one: Jesus Himself.


Jesus Lingers


Honestly? I had been a Christian many years before I ever heard anyone talking about a “life verse.” In other words, a verse that somehow ministers to you in the very deepest recesses of your soul—a verse or passage you believe God Himself may have “given” you, so to speak, because you have such an incredibly close connection with the message whenever you read or think about it. You may already have a verse with this special sense of connection. And if you don’t, you may want to ask God to give you one.


Here’s how I first heard of “life verses.” A visiting minister filled the pulpit one Sunday morning at my home church in Birmingham, Alabama. His name was Dr. Chuck Kelley, president emeritus of New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary. That day, he began his sermon by telling us he intended to preach on his life verse, saying we would laugh when we heard what it was. And truly, it was a hilarious verse, something about a worm eating through the wood or some such, located in the Old Testament. I don’t even remember exactly where.


Dr. Kelley explained that a life verse is one that seems to pierce your mind and heart, and does so each time you read it, maybe from the very first moment you come across it in Scripture. He said the verse literally jumps off the page as you read and think and pray about it. As he began to explain how God had always spoken to him through this particular verse every time he read it, we all understood the importance of the message to him.


It made me realize I also had a life verse but just hadn’t recognized it as such. I remembered a little one-sentence verse which had had a profound effect on me the very first time I read it and continues to have the same effect even to this day. In fact, upon first reading it, I was so overcome with deep emotion, I laid my Bible down and wept.


Now, when I tell you what the verse is—this little one-sentence verse—I know what you are going to say to yourself. You are going to say, “That’s not much of a verse,” similar to our reaction to the verse Dr. Kelley shared with us in the congregation that morning.


But I think as we go through it word by word, you will catch a glimpse of the totality of Jesus’s extravagant love for us, even down to very small matters of detail—in this case, a small gesture but under the circumstances, extraordinary. It will speak volumes about how He treated common, ordinary people in common, ordinary situations. We will see His exorbitant thoughtfulness for us.


The verse is Mark 6:45 from The Living Bible: “He Himself would stay and tell the crowds goodbye and get them started home.” (See! I said you might scratch your head!)


Bits and pieces of this insightful little sentence have made it into all translations, but only in The Living Bible do we find the phrase collected together as one entire sentence. So how did I come across it, you’re probably wondering?


Looking back, its hard to believe at the moment of my conversion at the age of thirty, I didn’t own a single copy of Scripture—and this while writing numerous treatises, including a master’s thesis in literature and working toward a doctorate in the same. Hundreds of books lined my home office but not a single Bible. What’s more, I had never read a modern translation.


A few months after I became a Christian, a deep desire to read Scripture descended on me. I called my parents and asked them to send me a Bible. My dad told my mom to drop whatever she was doing and go to the bookstore.


Now here is where the story becomes amusing. Until the day she died, Mom maintained there was only one Bible in the entire bookstore—only one: a small, green leather volume of The Living Bible.


A few years later, I learned this particular rendering of Scripture was done by a man for his six-year-old son so the boy could understand easily what was being said. I had a good laugh to myself, guessing the Lord judged me to be about six years old at the time I received my Bible!


At first, all I wanted to do was read the four gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—and then just what Jesus said. Shortly after receiving my Bible, I came across this one verse, in fact one sentence, that absolutely jumped off the page and into my heart. It pierced me completely, and I wept and wept. This continued for years afterward just thinking on it.


During this time in my journey as a believer, I didn’t write or underline in my Bible. I had come to have such a respect for it and to treasure it so much, I didn’t feel doing so would honor the beautiful life-giving words. (Now I mark up my Bibles to the extent that I have to purchase a new one each time I write a new study!)


But this verse made such an impact on me that I grabbed a yellow highlighter and underlined it. Let’s take a look at it word by word.


Between Two Great Miracles


The tiny verse goes unnoticed mostly because it is sandwiched between two of the greatest events recorded in the New Testament: the feeding of the five thousand and Jesus walking on the water. But this one sentence yields enormous insight into what Jesus was really like, what His everyday demeanor was apart from performing miracles. Though perfectly capable of grand supernatural events, like supplying several thousand men, women, and children with supper and ruling over nature by ambling upright over fierce waves, Jesus Himself pulls back the veil to reveal to us His extravagant thoughtfulness in little gestures such as these.


Let’s become a fly on the wall and study this scene. No doubt by now in His ministry, His reputation preceded Him. After all, if you lived somewhere in Galilee and heard about someone whose touch could heal any sickness, whose words soothed away all cares, who accepted everybody no matter how poor or wretched, you would find a way to hear and see him no matter what, if only out of curiosity. In today’s parlance, he would have had rock star status. That’s really what it must have been like.


This reminds me of a few years ago when my son, daughter-in-law, and their children were visiting us in Orlando from out of town. One afternoon, we all went to Downtown Disney, shopping in one of the larger stores there.


Suddenly, crowds of people began sweeping into the store, everybody talking at once, pushing, shoving, cameras clicking. We turned and caught a glimpse of what all the excitement was about: Michael Jackson had entered the store with a small entourage plus two of his children!


Complete pandemonium erupted. People were vaulting over countertops, even passing infants by hand, head over head, to complete strangers in hopes of getting a picture of Jackson holding their child. I really had never seen anything like it. And in light of full disclosure, when he walked by me, I asked his bodyguard if he would take my picture with him, and there you have it—I was photographed with Michael Jackson!


But I suspect, human nature being what it is, that crowds and crowds of people swept in to be close to Jesus for a hundred different reasons—many selfishly motivated, I’m sure. They pushed and shoved just trying to touch Him or His garments. Several times, the disciples complained they did not even have time to eat.


This sort of pressure and schedule, not to mention the hours of teaching and interaction with all sorts of personalities, had to have been exhausting. More than likely, Jesus’s back got tired and His feet ached. And in fact, in Mark 6:31, He says to His disciples, “Come away by yourselves to a desolate place and rest awhile.”


So He and the disciples climbed into a boat along the edge of the Sea of Galilee and began rowing to a more secluded location. But the crowds spotted Him from the shore and began to run along the water’s edge to intercept Him when He finally landed.


By the time the disciples got back to shore with Him, the crowd had swelled to over five thousand. When He saw them, here is His reaction: “He had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd” (Matthew 9:36).


History of the Sea of Galilee


There’s nothing that helps an historic scene come alive like knowing something of the place and setting. So let’s pause here a moment to visualize where Jesus was during this event and what the surrounding area looked like. For that, we turn our attention to the Sea of Galilee and travel back in time.


In the Bible, Scripture calls this large, freshwater lake by four names:




	Sea of Galilee


	Sea of Chinnereth (also Kinneret in Hebrew, meaning “harp-shaped”)


	Lake of Gennesaret


	Sea of Tiberius





It is thirteen miles long and eight miles across at its widest point. The Jordan River flows into its northern tip, and several springs on its floor bubble up clean, fresh water continuously. Fish were abundant then, as they are today.


In first-century Israel, many towns and villages ranging in size dotted the shores of the lake. Archaeologists estimate the population of Capernaum, where Jesus lived and began His ministry, to be fifteen hundred to two thousand people, with substantial docking facilities and a thriving fishing industry.2


Other smaller villages stretched along the shoreline, with the main concentration of people around the northern regions of the lake. If you needed to get food, you stayed close to a place where fishing boats would come in. Generally in these little markets, someone would be selling fresh bread, perhaps fruit, and a few other food items. But once you began traveling southward around the lake’s edge, there were some very isolated places. These areas were beautiful, but barren.3


It was around the lake’s perimeter, going toward more desolate places, that Jesus and the disciples traveled by boat on this occasion. They were seeking a place “far from the madding crowd” in order to rest, but the people would not be denied. They could see Him from the shoreline, and they began to sprint, anticipating where the boat might be coming ashore. It was frenzied pushing and shoving, running and yelling.


Finally, I suspect Jesus said to the disciples something to the effect of, “Go ahead. Let’s put to shore.” Though presumably tired through and through, He sees people, desperate people, probably many of whom were beaten down by life. Understanding their plight, He is drawn to shore.


Now He begins to teach them, and they settle down in order to listen to what He is saying. Later, after much teaching (many scholars think this is where He delivered the great Sermon on the Mount), the disciples come to Him, and you can hear the urgency in their words.


“Master,” one of them says, “send the crowds away so they can go to the surrounding villages and get something to eat—for the hour is late and we are in a desolate place.”


At this moment, He tells the disciples they should feed the people. We know their infamous reply, “How in the world are we supposed to do that?” (We can almost hear the dismay in their voices!)


And of course, we know what happens. Jesus takes a young boy’s five loaves of bread and two fishes, and the entire five thousand-plus people eat with baskets full of leftovers!


So it’s a long day filled with lots of scrambling, snatching, shouting, and shoving. The disciples are charged with organizing and tending to the needs of five thousand people—demands everywhere.


Now comes our verse. At the end of this totally exhausting albeit wonderful event, Jesus dismisses the disciples. He tells them they can “call it a day,” so to speak, but He Himself stays for a most extraordinary reason. He purposefully lingers to tell the crowds goodbye and to get them started home. It is a simple gesture full of love.


Here is where I like to use my imagination recreating this scene. Knowing human nature as we do, I’m sure the disciples simply said, “You got it, Lord—we can’t get away from this place fast enough and just chill out.” So they left… but not Jesus.


I can just see our Lord going from one group to another, perhaps reaching His hand down to help pull someone to their feet. Gathering what might remain of leftovers for them; lifting a child up from playing to place him safely in the arms of a parent; giving an elderly person a much-needed hug; placing a comforting hand on the shoulders of a poor father. With each touch, with each word, He hands over a little gift of extravagant thoughtfulness, so tender and so personal.


After being fed to overflowing, after seeing people healed, after hearing beautiful words of hope and comfort, probably not one single person would have thought less of Him had He left these closing moments to His disciples, or if all of them—disciples and Jesus—had just departed from them.


But that was not His nature. And I am certain that each and every one of those five thousand who were in attendance that day felt His final kind touch and heard His sweet goodbyes. If they turned around to catch one last glimpse of Him, I am certain they saw Him one more time—and I am certain He stood on that “desolate spot” at that “late hour” until each and every person was safely on their way home.


Lessons for Us Today


Let’s look at this sentence one more time and soak in its wonderful message word by word.


The verse begins “He Himself…” So we begin here—Jesus will never ask us to do something that He Himself is not willing to do.


We each have times in our lives when we wonder if God understands what we are experiencing. Does He really understand our loneliness, our heartache, our disappointments? The answer is yes. He will not ask us to respond in a way “He Himself” is not willing to respond.


He could have left the crowds that day—no one would have thought less of Him, especially having just enjoyed a wonderful meal that cost them nothing. But He Himself stayed behind to add one last finishing touch, exhausted as He must have been: to leave no stone unturned, to personally bid them a safe journey home.


Remember where this entire scene is located. The Bible calls it a “desolate place.” The disciples understood the gravity of their situation. They say to Him, “Lord, this is a desolate place and the hour is late.” Whenever we find ourselves in a “desolate place,” Jesus Himself remains with us. He does not leave us alone in our desolation. He stays with us, even—we can say especially—when the hour is late.


My friend, have you ever found yourself in a desolate place somewhere along your life’s journey and, to make matters worse, the hour is late?


Jesus can turn a desolate place into a venue of abundance by His very presence. He can transform a late hour in your life into a moment of perfect timing. As He says, “I will never leave you or forsake you.” And here, we clearly see a working out of this promise in His handling of their situation. He stays with us in our desolate places until we are safely on our way again.


The verse continues: “He Himself would stay and tell the crowds goodbye.” Why did this bring me such great comfort when I first read these words? Because I immediately thought about Jesus telling His disciples that unless He went away (John 16:7), the Holy Spirit could not come to them.


At the time, they didn’t fully realize the importance of what He was saying. But later, after Pentecost, they understood. Jesus was not leaving them at all, but coming to them in the form of the indwelling Spirit.


Our next point leads us to examine where Jesus was sending the crowd to—He was getting “them started home.” When Jesus comes into our lives, He has one overriding purpose that rises above all others: He comes to us in order to start us on our journey “home.” And that home is our eternal biding place with Him and our Father, where we will live forever enjoying His company and our Father’s. When Jesus comes into our lives, He gets us started home.


One of the most precious moments of my life came as I sat with my mother during her last few days on Earth. As some of you may know from my other Bible studies, mother and I were often at complete odds when I was growing up. In fact, we had a contentious relationship most of my life.


She was suffering from Alzheimer’s, so I cared for her until she required a nursing home. Then I went every day to feed her. Along the way, she and I became close. She expressed love to me in ways she had never done before. As she grew weaker and less responsive, one of her attendants said the end was very near, estimating only another twenty-four to forty-eight hours.


I came early to her bedside and left late in the evening. Mother was completely unresponsive, so I just sat on her bed and thought perhaps, if she could hear me at all, she would enjoy listening to some of the old hymns she had enjoyed for years in church.


So I began to sing some of her favorites, songs such as “In the Garden” and “What a Friend We Have in Jesus.” As I sang, I noticed she began to try to lift her hands straight upward. Her eyes were closed and her arms were so weak, but she tried to keep them lifted.


I couldn’t figure out what in the world she was doing. My mother came from a very conservative church tradition. Very quiet, very still, very formal worship—she would never have raised her hands in praise as so many do today.


But when I would stop singing, her hands would go down. And when I would start back, her hands would go up. I couldn’t come to any conclusion other than she was raising her hands in praise. In fact, sometimes I placed my hands under her elbows to help her, because she seemed so intent on doing this.


At one point, though her eyes remained closed, as I was singing the part of “The Old Rugged Cross” where it says “and [we’ll] exchange it [the cross] one day for a crown,” I distinctly saw mother smile and under her breath utter a long “Uh-huh,” the positive sound of affirmation. A minister friend of mine commented there is no telling what she was seeing during those moments. Mother passed away a few hours later. Jesus Himself had stayed with her in a desolate place and was seeing her home.


Wrapping Up


There remains today something so very poignant for me as I think about the scene that day by the shores of Galilee. Jesus had to have been tired, worn out probably. But He stayed. And if He would do that then for all those hapless, wandering souls, why would we ever think He wouldn’t stay with us now… to the very end?


In some ways, I am more deeply moved by the awareness of this profound thoughtfulness in His nature than I am by the huge miracle of feeding all those people. It comforts me in more ways than the knowledge of His ability to walk on water ever will. He lingered with them as long as they needed Him; He touched them and held their hands; He helped them pick up their bundles; He spoke gentle words to them; He left none of this to anyone else—He attended to them Himself.


And I am certain He stood in that desolate place, watching all of them walk until the last one climbed over the last hill and arrived safely home.




Capernaum and the Sea of Galilee


Jesus chose the town of Capernaum to live when He began His ministry. During our Master’s day, it probably boasted a population of around fifteen hundred to two thousand people, but because it was an important crossroads for travelers and marketers, many visitors passed through its gates each year. Located on the Sea of Galilee, it offered a small but substantial harbor with docks and piers for fishing boats and other lake traffic.4


Josephus, considered by many to be the best contemporary historian during Roman times, wrote this of Capernaum and the surrounding area:




The country also that lies over against this lake hath the same name of Gennesaret; its nature is wonderful as well as its beauty; its soil is so fruitful that all sorts of trees can grow upon it, and the inhabitants accordingly plant all sorts of trees there; for the temper of the air is so well mixed, that it agrees very well with those several sorts, particularly walnuts, which require the coldest air, flourish there in vast plenty; there are palm trees also, which grow best in hot air; fig trees also and olives grow near them, which yet require an air that is more temperate. One may call this place the ambition of nature, where it forces those plants that are naturally enemies to one another to agree together; it is a happy contention of the seasons.5









Questions for Discussion




	If you have a “life verse” as described in Chapter 1, think about it now. What strikes you about the words, and what is meaningful in its message to you? If you do not have a “life verse,” ask God to reveal one to you.


	Sometimes a person might say he/she loves us, but they may not be particularly thoughtful. Do you know a person you would describe as thoughtful? What do you think makes him or her that way?


	Explain a time or circumstance in your life when you think God exhibited thoughtfulness to you personally. This is not referring to a dramatic or even perhaps a miraculous event, but rather something He did for you that you would describe as a tender touch.





Closing Thoughts


God’s love for us is accompanied by thoughtfulness for who we are as individuals—He knows our deepest needs and desires and what’s best for each of us. We are always on His mind.
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