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I. OPENING TIME

QUESTIONS:
· Have you ever heard the phrase “What a waste!”?  Can you think of an example?

· Have you seen what happened to many people who made great sums of money…some in the gold rush of last century, others in business, some as professional athletes, etc., who lost their entire fortune because of a frivolous lifestyle? …What a waste! 

· If people were asked, “What is most valuable to you?”, what could be some of their answers?  

· If you were asked the same question, what would be your answer?

· What do you do with the most valuable things in your life?  

· When God considers what we have done with what He has given us, what would cause Him to say, “What a waste!”?

SCRIPTURE:

(Matthew 7:6 NIV)  "Do not give dogs what is sacred; do not throw your pearls to pigs. If you do, they may trample them under their feet, and then turn and tear you to pieces. 

There are many situations for which Jesus’ words in verse 6 would be appropriate, but the way we will apply Jesus’ advice against giving the dogs what is sacred and pearls to pigs is in the area of our personal spiritual lives. 

· Wouldn’t you agree that our personal spiritual condition is sacred to God?  

· How do we value our relationship to God…as a valuable jewel…or do we let it go to the dogs?

· How do we sometimes let our relationship with Him ‘go to the dogs’?  

· When God looks at our hearts, does He see us lying in the green pastures beside the still waters (Psalm 23) or does He see us wallowing in a pigpen?   

The next passage shows us the value God wants us to place on our relationship with Him…

 (Matthew 13:44-48 NIV)  "The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field. When a man found it, he hid it again, and then in his joy went and sold all he had and bought that field. {45} "Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls. {46} When he found one of great value, he went away and sold everything he had and bought it. {47} "Once again, the kingdom of heaven is like a net that was let down into the lake and caught all kinds of fish. {48} When it was full, the fishermen pulled it up on the shore. Then they sat down and collected the good fish in baskets, but threw the bad away.
· What three examples did Jesus give to demonstrate the value we should place on the kingdom of God in our lives—on our spiritual condition? (He said it should be as valuable to us as hidden treasure is to the man who finds it, as valuable as a jeweler looking for fine pearls and finding one of great value, or a boat-load of fish to a fisherman.)

· If we had a precious pearl, how would we feel if we dropped the pearl in the middle of the muck and mire of a pigpen?

· If our precious pearl is the kingdom of God in our life, then how do you think we throw this pearl of great value before swine?

(Luke 15:11-24 NRSV)  Then Jesus said, "There was a man who had two sons. {12} The younger of them said to his father, 'Father, give me the share of the property that will belong to me.' So he divided his property between them. {13} A few days later the younger son gathered all he had and traveled to a distant country, and there he squandered his property in dissolute living. {14} When he had spent everything, a severe famine took place throughout that country, and he began to be in need. {15} So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed the pigs. {16} He would gladly have filled himself with the pods that the pigs were eating; and no one gave him anything. {17} But when he came to himself he said, 'How many of my father's hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but here I am dying of hunger! {18} I will get up and go to my father, and I will say to him, "Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; {19} I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired hands."' {20} So he set off and went to his father. But while he was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed him. {21} Then the son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.' {22} But the father said to his slaves, 'Quickly, bring out a robe--the best one--and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. {23} And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; {24} for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!' And they began to celebrate.
In this parable, Jesus told about the relationship between a father and son which represents the relationship each of us have with God, our heavenly father. The parable demonstrates how we ‘give what is sacred to the dogs’ or ‘cast our pearls before swine’.  
· What should have been the most valuable thing to the younger son?  (His relationship with his father.)

· What did he place a higher value on instead?

· Interestingly enough, where did the son end up in verses 15 and 16?

· Though not stated directly, the son realized his relationship with his father was of the greatest value and decided to return to his father. What kind of attitude did the son have as he returned in verses 18 and 19?

In this case, Jesus told about a son who was willing to jeopardize his relationship with his father to pursue a ‘better life’ demonstrating we do the same in our relationship with God. But, lifestyle is not the only reason we become estranged from God…

(Acts 17:16-34 NIV)  While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, he was greatly distressed to see that the city was full of idols. {17} So he reasoned in the synagogue with the Jews and the God-fearing Greeks, as well as in the marketplace day by day with those who happened to be there. {18} A group of Epicurean and Stoic philosophers began to dispute with him. Some of them asked, "What is this babbler trying to say?" Others remarked, "He seems to be advocating foreign gods." They said this because Paul was preaching the good news about Jesus and the resurrection. 

· According to verse 18, what did the people think Paul was advocating? (foreign gods)

· According to the same verse, what was Paul actually talking about? (Paul was preaching the good news about Jesus and the resurrection.)

{19} Then they took him and brought him to a meeting of the Areopagus, where they said to him, "May we know what this new teaching is that you are presenting? {20} You are bringing some strange ideas to our ears, and we want to know what they mean." {21} (All the Athenians and the foreigners who lived there spent their time doing nothing but talking about and listening to the latest ideas.) 

· The Greeks invited Paul to be the guest speaker at the next meeting of the Areopagus. According to verse 21, what was the purpose of the group?

· Does this sound like a contemporary group of enlightened scholars, meeting to talk and listen to the latest ideas?

{22} Paul then stood up in the meeting of the Areopagus and said: "Men of Athens! I see that in every way you are very religious. {23} For as I walked around and looked carefully at your objects of worship, I even found an altar with this inscription: TO AN UNKNOWN GOD. Now what you worship as something unknown I am going to proclaim to you. 
· According to verse 22, these men considered themselves very religious; in that light, what do you find interesting in verse 23?  (As Paul walked through their meeting hall, he saw an inscription ‘TO AN UNKNOWN GOD’.)  

Some may find it incongruous that Paul would refer to the Greeks with their inscription to an unknown God as religious people. Is it possible that our country could be described the same way today? 

· As an ‘enlightened society’ who wants to avoid narrow-minded beliefs, we seek to explore the latest findings, discoveries and theories about the importance of ‘spirituality’. In the spirit of being ‘Politically Correct’ in a public forum, we know better than to mention the specific name of the God of the Old and New Testament, much less, the name Jesus Christ.  

· Prayers in schools have been banned because the ‘rights of people who don’t believe there is a God…any god’ are violated.  Prayers before football games are no longer allowed for the same reason. 

· The public consensus about God is that there is no consensus.  God’s identity has been altered, changed, disguised and left to the imagination of the individual as ‘God as you understand him (it).  Gender specific special interest groups offended by the masculinity of God the Father and God the Son have convinced some mainline denominations to change God’s sex to more of a transvestite or uni-sex persuasion.  

· Many have endorsed a ‘Universal god’ theory—that all the different gods of all the different people around the world are really the same ‘Higher power’.  Young adults today whose only religious training came from the scholars of Hollywood believe in the ‘May the force be with you’ theology.  

People who have lived in the shelter of their steeple all their lives may not believe this ‘divine confusion’ exists, but a brief census taken on the streets of any major city will confirm it is very real!  Paul’s identical address to the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers would be startlingly appropriate for us today!

The Prodigal Son was estranged from his father because he ran away from home, casting his precious pearl before swine; many today are also estranged from God, but for a different reason…a distorted view of God’s identity and character.

The next passage shows another source of alienation from God.

(1 Chronicles 10 NIV)  Now the Philistines fought against Israel; the Israelites fled before them, and many fell slain on Mount Gilboa. {2} The Philistines pressed hard after Saul and his sons, and they killed his sons Jonathan, Abinadab and Malki-Shua. {3} The fighting grew fierce around Saul, and when the archers overtook him, they wounded him. {4} Saul said to his armor-bearer, "Draw your sword and run me through, or these uncircumcised fellows will come and abuse me." But his armor-bearer was terrified and would not do it; so Saul took his own sword and fell on it. {5} When the armor-bearer saw that Saul was dead, he too fell on his sword and died. {6} So Saul and his three sons died, and all his house died together. 

{13} Saul died because he was unfaithful to the LORD; he did not keep the word of the LORD and even consulted a medium for guidance, {14} and did not inquire of the LORD. So the LORD put him to death and turned the kingdom over to David son of Jesse.
· How many opportunities appear each hour on television to call a psychic?

· Many think this is a harmless activity; on the basis of verses 13 and 14, what does God think of it?

· How is consulting a psychic, a Ouija board, the horoscope, a palm reader, a crystal ball or reading the cards like casting something sacred to the dogs or throwing pearls before swine?

Perhaps some would say this is a ‘narrow-minded’ approach to life; are they right?  Consider Jesus’ words on the issue…

(Matthew 7:13-27 NIV)  "Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. {14} But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it. 
· On the basis of these verses, did Jesus say this is the broad, open-minded approach to life or a narrow one? 

· According to verse 14, will this narrow approach ‘appeal to the masses’?

{15} "Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep's clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves. {16} By their fruit you will recognize them. Do people pick grapes from thornbushes, or figs from thistles? {17} Likewise every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit. {18} A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear good fruit. {19} Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. {20} Thus, by their fruit you will recognize them. 

· What did Jesus call the people who offer these ‘alternative theologies’? (…false prophets. They come to you in sheep's clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves.)

Where does the ‘false search for spirituality’ lead people?…
{21} "Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. {22} Many will say to me on that day, 'Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?' {23} Then I will tell them plainly, 'I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!' {24} "Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock. {25} The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock. {26} But everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand. {27} The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a great crash."
· Many people think that they are O.K. in their relationship with God in spite of not actively reading and following God’s instructions to them in the Bible.  What does Jesus say about this form of religion? ("Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven.)

BOTTOM LINE:
· Leaving God for a ‘better life’ or an ‘alternative theology’ is the same to God as casting a valuable pearl before pigs.  The Table Time will investigate Scriptures that lead us to maintain the value of our relationship with God.

CLOSE WITH PRAYER.
II. TABLE TIME.

QUESTION:  Have you ever searched for something and finally gave up because you couldn’t find it?
SCRIPTURE:

(Matthew 7:7-11 NIV)  "Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you. {8} For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened. {9} "Which of you, if his son asks for bread, will give him a stone? {10} Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a snake? {11} If you, then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good gifts to those who ask him!
· In the Opening Time, we saw that losing sight of the value of a personal relationship with God and confusing God’s true identity is the same as casting pearls before swine or giving something sacred to the dogs. How can we avoid this?…What do verses 7 and 8 tell us?

· According to verses 7 and 8, if we ask God to give us the proper perspective on our relationship with Him and if we seek Him, what will result?

· According to verses 9-11, why will God grant us this request?

(Revelation 3:20 NIV)  Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me.

· According to this verse, we are not the only one seeking in our relationship with God. Jesus is speaking…what does He ask us to do when He knocks on the door of our heart?

· What does He promise to do if we open the door of our life to Him?

(Some have said this verse applies only to Christians because it was addressed to the church at Laodicea: do you think that if a non-believer opened his/her heart to Jesus Christ, He would not enter?  Of course He would!)

(Psalms 145:18 NIV)  The LORD is near to all who call on him, to all who call on him in truth.
· What will God do when a person sincerely calls out to Him (calls on Him in truth)?

(Deuteronomy 4:29 NIV)  But if from there you seek the LORD your God, you will find him if you look for him with all your heart and with all your soul.
· Many think a search for God is like a giant, spiritual Easter-egg hunt. What does this verse say to anyone who searches for God?

· How are we advised to look?

· What is implied about the person who only makes a half-hearted attempt at finding God?

(Hebrews 4:2 NIV)  For we also have had the gospel preached to us, just as they did; but the message they heard was of no value to them, because those who heard did not combine it with faith.

(Hebrews 11:6 NIV)  And without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.

· God promises that those who seek Him in truth—sincerely—will find Him; when we do find Him, what do these verses say we need to ‘combine’ with our search?  (Faith…believe in Him when He reveals Himself to us.) 

(Psalms 105:4 NIV)  Look to the LORD and his strength; seek his face always.
· Many people who find God burn brightly at first, but lose some of their luster after the ‘honeymoon wears off’. What advice does this verse have for this ‘flash-in-the-pan’ Christian?

· Some Christians who once read their Bibles and prayed every day say, “Well I used to be legalistic about that kind of thing.  I don’t do that anymore.”  What would you expect from a marriage in which the husband and wife got to a point where they no longer felt the need to communicate regularly?

· Why should we expect different results from the same attitude about our relationship with God?

(Isaiah 55:6-11 NIV)  Seek the LORD while he may be found; call on him while he is near. {7} Let the wicked forsake his way and the evil man his thoughts. Let him turn to the LORD, and he will have mercy on him, and to our God, for he will freely pardon. {8} "For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways," declares the LORD. {9} "As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts. {10} As the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return to it without watering the earth and making it bud and flourish, so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater, {11} so is my word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.
· Verse 6 reiterates the point of the lesson—to seek the Lord and call on Him: what does verse 7 tell us to do as we seek Him and call on Him?

· How do you think a ‘wicked way’ and ‘evil thoughts’ are hindrances to seeking the Lord?

· Verse 7 tells us to forsake wicked ways and evil thoughts.  According to verses 8-11, why is this necessary?  (Because God’s ways and thoughts are ‘higher’ than ours—we will never be able to understand them until we repent of our ‘lower ways’.)

· According to verse 7, how will God respond to us if we come to Him in this repentant fashion?  (With mercy, offering pardon freely.)

(Jeremiah 29:11-13 NIV)  For I know the plans I have for you," declares the LORD, "plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future. {12} Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me, and I will listen to you. {13} You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart.
· Many think that following God is a second or third-class existence. What does God tell us in these verse about His plans for us?

(Ephesians 3:16-21 NIV)  I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being, {17} so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, {18} may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, {19} and to know this love that surpasses knowledge--that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God. {20} Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, {21} to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen.
· Paul offered this prayer for the Christians at Ephesus as they sought God in their everyday lives. According to verse 20, what did Paul say they should expect from God?  (More than all they could ask or imagine!)

BOTTOM LINE:  

· If we seek God, we will find Him.

CLOSE WITH A PRAYER.
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