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Prison Ministry – February 8, 2014

“Your Forbidden Tree”

Let us take a close look at the very first recorded verse in the Bible in Genesis 1:1, 
Genesis 1:1 reads, “In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.” What two things strike you about this verse? #1. God placed His seal of authority, in this verse, for the whole Bible. #2. God has given us the origin of all things in those 10 words.

Now let us read verse 27, “So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and female created he them.” If God created man in His own image, what special characteristics did man then have? Sinless, loving, kind, gentle, perfect, etc. Was he trustworthy? Yes so long as he obeyed God’s requirements.
Let’s look at God’s requirements placed on the holy pair. Genesis 2:16, 17 “And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, of every tree of the garden thou mayest freely eat:  But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, thou shalt not eat of it: for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die. Not bad really. Obey and never die, disobey and die. Who would ever believe that a loving God could be so fair? Adam and Eve’s forbidden tree was their only test of obedience.
God’s prophet said, “We cannot overestimate the value of simple faith and unquestioning obedience. It is by following in the path of obedience in simple faith that the character obtains perfection. Adam was required to render strict obedience to God's commandments, and no lower standard is presented to those who desire salvation today”. . . . (letter 119, 1895).  {LHU 139.6}  


Let’s review the sad facts in Genesis 3:6 “And when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree to be desired to make one wise, she took of the fruit thereof, and did eat, and gave also unto her husband with her; and he did eat.” 

Sadly Adam found his wife in the danger zone too late. His love for his wife was stronger than his love for God. He yielded without a struggle. He may have presumptuously figured that maybe God would make an exception this one time and forgive their wrong and reinstate everything as it was. 
But the act on both their parts constitutes rebellion against God. Because of His love for man, in Genesis 3:15 Jesus promised a deliverer for man.
In Genesis 3:24 they could no longer remain in their Eden home. “So he drove out the man; and he placed at the east of the garden of Eden Cherubims, and a flaming sword which turned every way, to keep the way of the tree of life.” 

Didn’t God say “… in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die?” Yes He did and He did not fail to keep His word. The scripture says in 2 Peter 3:8, “…one day is with the Lord as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day” In other words one day with God is the same as a millennial day. Adam did live 70 years short of 1,000 years. 
Sadly he was daily reminded of what the high price of their sin cost, especially as it would cost the lives of millions of innocent lambs, goats and bullocks over the years, and finally the ultimate cost of the Creator Himself.

Like Adam and Eve, we too have a forbidden tree loaded with forbidden fruit. What’s it called? SIN! And what is sin? “… for sin is the transgression of the law.” 1 John 3:4

The conditions are the same. We have God’s Word which states the conditions. And we have the tempter who uses everything in his arsenal to confuse what God has said and to get you to rebel against God’s authority. Satan doesn’t care if you are a nominal Seventh-day Adventist and are almost obedient, just as long as you employ compromise, which constitutes rebellion against God.

What are the conditions that God has laid down in His Word? Every Remnant child of Adam needs to draw spiritual nourishment from this tree. We need to pick and eat and fully digest this fruit so that it becomes a living part of our everyday life. It includes all Ten Commandments, tithing, the dietary laws, the 8 health laws, and the testimonies of Jesus found in the Spirit of Prophecy. 
Let us hear what God has said to the children of ancient Israel and which is applicable to modern Israel today. LISTEN CAREFULLY! I don’t want you to miss this because God is speaking to each one of us here. Deuteronomy 11:27, 28 “A blessing, if ye obey the commandments of the LORD your God, which I command you this day: And a curse, if ye will not obey the commandments of the LORD your God, but turn aside out of the way which I command you this day, to go after other gods, which ye have not known.”
What has God promised if we obey God’s commandments? 
A Blessing! 
What has God promised if we will not obey His commandments? 
\ A curse! And here is where most SDA’s have become presumptuous. They believe that as long as they recognize that Saturday, the seventh day, is God’s Sabbath, and keep a portion of it, that they have kept God’s Sabbath. But the minute you encroach on any part of the 24 hour Sabbath with worldly talk or worldly activity, you have desecrated the Sabbath and have broken the 4th commandment. Make no mistake, Sabbath is from sundown to sundown and every minute is Holy Time. 

God Himself said in Isaiah 58:13, “If thou turn away thy foot from the sabbath, from doing thy pleasure on my holy day; … not doing thine own ways, nor finding thine own pleasure, nor speaking thine own words:” If we say we love God and break His Sabbath knowingly, the love we profess has no meaning for we have turned our ear from hearing the law. 
Proverbs 28:9
God tells us, “He that turneth away his ear from hearing the law, even his prayer shall be abomination.” The problem is that if we consistently and presumptuously continue in these actions of Sabbath breaking, the convicting power of the Holy Spirit will lessen each time until He is no longer heard. So many SDA’s are in that place.
Another area of desecration of the Sabbath is when the television is on during the Sabbath hours, bringing the common fire of worldliness into the home where only the sacred fire should be. It would be better to take every TV to the dump, than to have the television on during the sacred hours of the Sabbath. Every Sabbath where the TV is on in the home is a broken Sabbath. That practice must be stopped.
Many SDA’s today are going to restaurants or fast food places on the Sabbath. Once the compromise begins, it will become a habit that is difficult to break. But, this too is Sabbath-breaking. It would be better to prepare food on Friday to eat on Sabbath, or even to fast on Sabbath would be preferable to eating out in worldly situations. 
 When we are first convicted on keeping any commandment, we are able to hear the conviction the loudest.  But if we choose to compromise on any commandment, the convicting voice will disturb us less and less. We eventually convince ourselves that we are not sinning. We may even try to fool ourselves into thinking that what we are doing is a good thing. That becomes the highest form of self-delusion.
Let us understand what God means when God says, “… turn away thy foot from the sabbath, …” Isaiah 58:13. Every Sabbath there are compromising SDA’s who break the Sabbath while in church or in the home, beginning, during or at the ending of the Sabbath. They no longer hear the voice of the Holy Spirit and if they were to die suddenly, they have un-confessed, un-repented sin which would cause them to be lost. Let me ask you a question. Does it help our case if we are keeping some of the commandments fully, while keeping other commandments partially? Or perhaps keeping nine commandments fully and finding one we just cannot keep at all. Can we still be saved? If we believe we will be saved, we are deluded in our thinking. We are no more than once-saved, always-saved Baptists that go to church on Saturday.
Such never think of themselves as the tares Jesus referred to in Matthew 13:30 regarding the wheat and the tares, both are in the church. Tares can become precious wheat, but if they reason within themselves that they are not going to change in any way, then they are making the decision to serve another master, not Jesus. 

Just because we are embracing some of the message while rejecting what we do not like, we must remember that God is no respecter of persons as Paul wrote in his epistle to the Romans chapter 2, verse 11, “For there is no respect of persons with God.” At no time should we ever think that we are beyond being lost. That is a deception. God put Moses through an intensive 40 year ministerial training program to get him ready for the greatest ministry ever given to mortal man. Yet there was a day that God was ready to kill Moses for his neglect to do something God had commanded. We read it in Exodus 4:24, 25.  “And it came to pass by the way in the inn, that the LORD met him, and sought to kill him. (Stop right there. God was ready to kill His well trained servant who had just completed 40 years of seminary. Let us NEVER become complacent with the Lord.) Then Zipporah took a sharp stone, and cut off the foreskin of her son, and cast it at his feet, and said, Surely a bloody husband art thou to me.” He forgot to circumcise his son on the 8th day from birth. That should make us aware that God is particular. Just because God doesn’t terminate the lives of those SDA’s who presumptuously go against God’s specific commands, … for some reason it increases their boldness in rebellion. Thinking they are saved, while their names could be blotted from the Lamb’s Book of Life.
We know that Jesus said in John 14:15, “If ye love me, keep my commandments.” We also know from Nehemiah 9 that it was Jesus who spoke and wrote the Ten Commandments. What He said in John 14:15 was a direct quote from the last part of the second commandment Exodus 20:6, “And showing mercy unto thousands of them that love me, and keep my commandments.” 
The apostle John wrote in 1 John 2:4 “He that saith, I know him, and keepeth not his commandments, is a liar, and the truth is not in him.” 

Looking at the first commandment now we can see that many SDA’s, maybe even ourselves, are guilty of breaking this commandment. When we choose to do some worldly activity on the Sabbath, we put the god of our own reasoning before our Father God. Not willing to disappoint others, we in fact disappoint He who spared not His own Son to save us from our own personal rebellions. Just say NO!
Or when we choose to eat or drink that which God said not to eat or even touch, such as the abominable pork or shellfish, or even to drink what God said not to drink, then we have put our appetite or our belly god before our Father God. We may have once worshipped in easy Sunday religion where sinning is not even considered, once we accepted Jesus as Savior, and appetites were not restrained. To every Christian, the dietary laws are a test of obedience! 

When God opened up the truth that is embraced by historic Seventh-day Adventists and we studied and eventually took the vows, we followed our Master and were baptized.

But over time compromises eventually may have put us on the road to rebellion against God, not intentionally, but progressively with the little but persistent commandment breaking decisions. We may try to appease our conscience by believing that we are too holy to be sinning. Compromise against that which is right and true should have no place in the life of a serious Christian.
But when we have quieted the Holy Spirit’s convicting voice, turning our spiritual ear from hearing the law we once honored and obeyed, our prayers become abomination to God and most likely bounce off the ceiling.

We reach the point that when we pray we literally take His name in vain, breaking the third commandment.
This is why I am cautioning all of us to study once more the 4th commandment and see if we are truly remembering to keep it holy. Let us read it slowly together from the screen. “Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy.  (pause and say that slowly in your mind) Six days shalt thou labour, and do all thy work:  But the seventh day is the sabbath of the LORD thy God: in it thou shalt not do any work, thou, nor thy son, nor thy daughter, thy manservant, nor thy maidservant, nor thy cattle, nor thy stranger that is within thy gates: (Pause - We cannot tell anyone what must be done on the Sabbath while in their house. But in our own home we must let son and daughter or any guest know that this is a Sabbath-keeping household. If not, Satan will cause Sabbath desecration through non-Adventists. We must never be ashamed to take a stand for the righteousness sake.)  For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that in them is, and rested the seventh day: wherefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day, and hallowed it.” To show us how particular God is about Sabbath-keeping, He had a man that was picking up sticks on the Sabbath stoned to death. Numbers 15:32-36. No one is stoned today for Sabbath-breaking, but there is a recording angel that keeps a faithful record of our words, thoughts and activities.
Keeping the Sabbath is a test of obedience! 

Regarding the issue of tithing, we need to realize that to steal from God is a serious offense. We have a solemn obligation to verify that we are returning 10% of all earned income, pensions, annuities, Social Security and gifts. Nobody’s offering begins until tithe is returned. If someone else is managing your money, you are still required to make sure the tithe is returned.  We have read Malachi 3 so many times, but we must understand that it was not Malachi asking in verse 8, “Would a man rob God?” rather it was the Holy Spirit. The scripture goes on to say that it is in failing to return tithe and offerings that God is being robbed and therefore the robber would come under a curse. However God goes on to say that if you bring your tithes and prove God, which means to test God to see if He will not keep His promise and provide you a blessing. So again a promised blessing for obedience and a curse for disobedience. If you fail to return tithe you are only playing church and your faith is in vain. Why do I say that? 

Because to every Christian, returning the tithe is a test of obedience! Do so and a blessing is promised!
With holding tithe is faithless disobedience, the highest form of robbery! A curse is promised! 

Not only that, but we need to look at what the scripture says about vows. 

Ecclesiastes 5:4, 5 “When thou vowest a vow unto God, defer not to pay it; for he hath no pleasure in fools: pay that which thou hast vowed.  Better is it that thou shouldest not vow, than that thou shouldest vow and not pay.” The scripture tells us that God does not look lightly on unfulfilled vows. Paying a vow is done by action. We have all made vows to God in becoming SDA’s, so let us now refresh our memory as we look at five of our Baptismal vows, namely #5, #11, #12, #15 & #16. 
Vow #5. “Is it your purpose, through the power of the indwelling Christ, to live surrendered to God, through which you will do His will in all things, and to keep all the commandments of God? And will you daily lay all your plans before Him to be carried out or given up as His providence shall indicate?” This vow is to live a surrendered life, to do His will in all things and to keep His commandments. 
Vow #11. “Recognizing obedience is the fruit of Christ-given sanctification, do you believe that all the commandments are a transcript of His character, and the keeping of these commandments, through the power of the indwelling of Christ, is the evidence of salvation in the saints?”  This vow is to acknowledge that His Ten Commandments are a transcript of God’s character and that you are able to keep them through the power of the indwelling Christ, which is the evidence of salvation.
Vow #12. Do you believe that the seventh day of the week is God's holy, sacred Sabbath day, a day of rest from all secular pursuits and of special worship to God? Do you recognize that God’s Sabbath begins at sundown Friday and that every preparation should be made to begin Sabbath with a welcoming worship; (How many of us here begin Sabbath with a welcoming worship?) and that it concludes sundown Saturday with a worship of thankfulness? This vow is your understanding of when the Sabbath is, when it begins and ends and how to keep it, especially as it pertains to secular matters.
Vow #15. Will you practice the Bible plan for the support of God's work, by rendering unto Him the tithe, one-tenth of all your increase, and sacrificial offerings according to how the Lord has prospered you?  (You answered I will before, have you faithfully kept this vow?) God does not need your money, but He can read your thoughts in regards to whether you believe His promises. This is a test to free you from your selfishness.
Vow #16. Is it your purpose to obey the command to eat and drink to the glory of God by abstaining from all intoxicating liquors, tobacco in all its forms, all unclean meats, narcotics, tea, coffee, cola drinks, and other harmful substances?  (You answered yes before, have you faithfully kept this vow?) To give in to the temptations of the old appetites, proves whether our stomach and craves, rule the mind, or if the mind rules the appetites.
Look brothers and sisters, my job is to faithfully shepherd this flock, but I cannot make your choices. It is Satan’s studied purpose to get you to break your vows to God by yielding to his temptations. He just loves it when a SDA says I am going to do this or that just this one time, when it could cause a person to return to a former addiction. Also, someone may ask us to do them a favor which would cause us to break the Sabbath by failing to keep it holy. We may try to justify it as a good deed, maybe even telling ourselves that we don’t want to let some people or some organization down. Listen, I took a lot of heat from family and others because I made the decision that I would not break the Sabbath by going to my first grandson’s wedding on the Sabbath. Even SDA’s who I admire for brilliance and dedication, said to me, just go to the religious part, you don’t need to go to the reception. It would not have mattered where the wedding was located, the fact is that it was during God’s sacred Sabbath hours and I was not about to desecrate the Sabbath in a worldly situation. I want more than anything to bring every member of Victory into the New Jerusalem, but I can’t make your decisions. If you choose to break your baptismal vows by your choices, you would in fact be denying your faith and what you profess.

We just read in Eccl. 5:4, 5 and we must read it again. “When thou vowest a vow unto God, defer not to pay it; for he hath no pleasure in fools: pay that which thou hast vowed.  Better is it that thou shouldest not vow, than that thou shouldest vow and not pay.” In the 24 baptismal vows we pay these vows with our choices and actions.
I close with two scriptures and two S.O.P. quotes; first James 1:12 “Blessed is the man that endureth temptation: for when he is tried, he shall receive the crown of life, which the Lord hath promised to them that love him. Satan will never stop with the temptations. Our choice determines who we give the victory to? Is it Jesus who would give us a crown? Or would we choose self and thereby Satan and end up rising in the second resurrection. The choice determines the reward. We cannot be continually choosing to yield to the temptation, thinking all we have to do is repent, confess and expect forgiveness. That’s sin and live theology. The time must come when we say to temptation NO! Get thee behind me Satan for I will serve Jesus and Him only. The martyrs of years past would have preferred death before breaking one commandment. We need to capture that spirit as the time of trouble is almost upon us.
Jesus said in Mark 13:13 now listen to His words: And ye shall be hated of all men for my name's sake: but he that shall endure unto the end, the same shall be saved.”  Why would Jesus say we would be hated of all men? It is because we choose to do right by the truth God has revealed to us, which exposes their error. People do not like to consider that they may be wrong. And what did He mean endure to the end? He means that we should get the victory now and keep it as long as we take breath. Stop yielding to the parade of never ending temptations. And like the song says, stand up, stand up for Jesus! 
I come back to an earlier quote from God’s prophet and I want you to really listen with your understanding, “We cannot overestimate the value of simple faith and unquestioning obedience. It is by following in the path of obedience in simple faith that the character obtains perfection. Adam was required to render strict obedience to God's commandments, and no lower standard is presented to those who desire salvation today”. . . . (letter 119, 1895).  {LHU 139.6}  I really hope you got that. Unquestioning, strict obedience to God’s commandments. No lower standard is required of us today if we are serious about salvation.
God’s prophet also said this in the 5th volume of Testimonies,  “Now is the time to prepare. The seal of God will never be placed upon the forehead of an impure man or woman. It will never be placed upon the forehead of the ambitious, world-loving man or woman. It will never be placed upon the forehead of men or women of false tongues or deceitful hearts. All who receive the seal must be without spot before God--candidates for heaven.” {5T 216.12}  That brothers and sisters is the testimony of Jesus.
Jesus said that in following Him we would have to take up a cross. Whatever being faithful may cost us in this life, the reward will be worth it.
Be blessed,

Pastor Richard Vaughn
